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Introduction 


This is a book about ordinary people in ancient Israel and their everyday 
religious lives, not about the extraordinary few who wrote and edited the 
Hebrew Bible. It is also a book for ordinary people today who know in¬ 
stinctively that “religion” is about experience, not about the doctrines of 
scholars, theologians, and clerics who study religion dispassionately and 
claim authority. My concern in this book is popular religion, or, better, 
“folk religion” in all its variety and vitality. 

This is a book that, although it hopes to be true to the facts we 
know, does not attempt objectivity; for that is impossible and perhaps 
even undesirable. One can understand religion only from within, or at 
least from a sympathetic viewpoint. As an archaeologist, I shall try to de¬ 
scribe the religions of ancient Israel — not theoretically, from the top 
down, as it were, but practically, “from the bottom up,” from the evidence 
on the ground. 

This is a book mostly about the practice of religion, not about belief, 
much less theology. It is concerned with what religion actually does, not 
with what religionists past or present think that it should do. Beliefs mat¬ 
ter, for they are the wellspring of action; and theological formulations may 
be helpful or even necessary for some. But archaeologists are more at 
home with the things that past peoples made, used, and discarded or re¬ 
used, and what these artifacts reveal about their behavior, than they are 
with speculations about what these people thought that they were doing. 
As Lewis Binford reminds us, “archaeologists are poorly equipped to be 
paleo-psychologists.” 
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This is a book that attempts what is admittedly impossible, to draw a 
clear picture of a religious life that, as many have observed, is like a puzzle 
with many missing pieces. Even at best, it is not a “reconstruction” as 
though we could or should bring ancient religious beliefs and practices 
back to life. Like the peoples of ancient Israel themselves, the folk religions 
of ancient Israel are extinct. They have no practitioners today, however 
much Jews, Christians, and even secular humanists in the West may think 
that they are the heirs of the biblical traditions. I do not wish to replicate 
the religions of ancient Israel, even if that were possible. I hope only to of¬ 
fer a reasonable portrait, based largely on archaeological evidence, but in¬ 
corporating information from the Hebrew Bible where I think it maybe il¬ 
luminating. A portrait may present a believable likeness; but it is not flesh 
and blood, it does not breathe. It will seem lifelike only to those who know 
the original and recognize it. 

This is a book that does not presume to judge what was or should be 
regarded as religiously “normative.” I can only try to describe what reli¬ 
gious life was “really like” for most people in ancient Israel, in most places, 
most of the time. I do not know if this was “right” belief or practice (nor 
does anyone else, it seems). And I cannot prescribe any of these beliefs and 
practices for anyone else, since I can evaluate them only in light of my own 
rather parochial experience. The Hebrew Bible may indeed be revealing, 
but I shall not regard it here as Revelation. 

From the experiences of many in ancient Israel — priests, prophets, 
kings, even scoundrels — we may distill some moral truths and lay down 
some ethical guidelines for a vastly different world. But each of us must 
decide for ourselves what the reported experiences of people in ancient 
Israel “mean,” whether we learn of these experiences from stories pre¬ 
served in the biblical texts or long-lost artifacts dug up from the soil of 
the Holy Land. 

Finally, a word about my own biases (although they will be clear 
enough in time). I have been involved in religion one way or another 
throughout a long and adventuresome life. I was reared in a deeply reli¬ 
gious family in small towns in the South and Midwest. My father was a 
fire-breathing fundamentalist preacher, sometime tent evangelist, for a 
while a missionary in Jamaica, from whom I inherited a lifelong love of the 
Bible. In time I went to a small, unaccredited church college in the hills of 
East Tennessee. Then it was on to a liberal Protestant seminary, where I did 
an M.A. thesis in the 1950s on the then-current “revival of biblical theol- 
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ogy.” Finally I went to Harvard to study Old Testament theology with the 
legendary George Ernest Wright, only to discover that while I had the nec¬ 
essary dogmatic temperament, I really had no talent for that discipline, 
and little patience. Indeed, theology by now seemed to me a dead end. 
What more could be learned from endless reinterpretation of the same 
texts? So I turned to the archaeology of the World of the Bible (as I 
thought of it then). Fortunately, Ernest Wright was not only a noted bibli¬ 
cal scholar, but also a leading archaeologist. He became my mentor. 
Throughout my years in seminary and graduate school I had served as a 
parish minister, but in the mid-1960s I began a forty-year career in archae¬ 
ological fieldwork in Israel and Jordan, in research and teaching and publi¬ 
cation. The Hebrew Bible finally became real for me, indeed more “credi¬ 
ble,” because I dealt constantly with the tangible evidence. But the question 
remained: “What do these things mean ?” 

In late mid-life, after having lived in Israel for many years, dealing ev¬ 
ery day “hands-on” with the world of the Hebrew Bible and the remains of 
ancient Israel, I became a nominal Jew. Today I am somewhat active in the 
Reform community, but I am not observant, in fact not a theist. Like many 
Jews, I am essentially a secular humanist, but one who finds value in the 
Jewish tradition — especially Reform Judaism's emphasis on praxis , on a 
living community, rather than on systematic theology. I feel at home in 
this tradition, and it fits well with the interest in “folk religion” that 
prompted this work. 

In the end, I have become more a student of religion than a practitio¬ 
ner — sometimes filled with nostalgia for what I suspect is “a biblical 
world that never was,” but often a skeptic. I view the religions of ancient Is¬ 
rael as an ethnographer would — as cultural phenomena whose impor¬ 
tance I try to appreciate, but finally as elements of a “lost world” in which I 
can participate only partially. If archaeology really is the “ethnology of the 
dead,” what we need are what anthropologists call “informants,” and we 
have none who are totally trustworthy. As I shall argue, the Hebrew Bible 
itself is not always reliable, because it is “revisionist history.” And the ar¬ 
chaeological artifacts, although not subject to editing in the same way as 
the texts, do not easily reveal their meaning. Nevertheless, I shall take a 
modest, optimistic, “functionalist” approach here, assuming that both 
texts and artifacts can be made to speak if we are persistent, if we are will¬ 
ing to try to “think and feel ourselves” empathetically into the past. Our 
knowledge of actual ancient religious beliefs and practices will still be in- 
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complete, but such an approach is better than theory alone (and certainly 
better than theology alone). 

A word about the scope of our inquiry. Except for drawing on 
“Canaanite” traditions, it will be limited to the biblical “period of the 
Judges” (i2th-ioth cents, b.c.) and the Israelite monarchy (loth-early 6th 
cents, b.c.) . That is because “Israel” as a distinctive people and soon-to- 
be nation appear in the full light of history only here, in the Iron Age of 
ancient Palestine (see Dever 2003 for a full discussion). And my major 
topic here is “Israelite” religion, neither its precursors in the Bronze Age, 
nor its transformation into Judaism in the Persian-Hellenistic or “Sec¬ 
ond Temple” period (something quite different and requiring a separate 
discussion). 

Finally, some practical matters, such as defining terms. I shall use the 
general term “folk religion” throughout, as defined in Chapter I, but in a 
generic sense, aware that it embraces a wide variety of beliefs and practices. 
For that reason, the term “religions” often and deliberately appears in the 
plural. “Palestine” here has no reference to modern conflicts in the Middle 
East and denotes the ancient land of Canaan, later biblical Israel. Similarly, 
I use the conventional “b.c.” rather than “b.c.e.” (before the Common 
Era), but I attach to it neither religious nor political connotations (this is 
the way it is used, for instance, in the Israel Exploration Journal). I use “He¬ 
brew Bible” throughout, in keeping with mainstream biblical scholarship, 
because I wish to view this literature on its own terms, not as the Christian 
“Old Testament” that it became long after the period I am surveying here. 
Needless to say, “Bible” here always means the Hebrew Bible. 

In order to make this book more accessible to nonspecialists I have 
eliminated the footnotes so beloved by scholars. In doing so, I make many 
statements that I cannot document, especially when summarizing an ex¬ 
tensive and often controversial body of literature. Some of the basic litera¬ 
ture will be found in the Bibliography for readers who wish to pursue cer¬ 
tain topics further. The quotations I use in the text (for example, Jones 
2000:13) can easily be found there under the various headings and authors' 
names. My rationale for the format here is that this is intended as a popu¬ 
lar work. My scholarly colleagues can quarrel with me elsewhere for what 
they may see as oversimplifications. For more on individual sites, see fur¬ 
ther the encyclopedias listed under “Archaeological Sites,” and also bibli¬ 
ographies in Nakhai 2001 and Zevit 2001. Translations of biblical texts fol¬ 
low the Revised Standard Version, except where noted. 
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I am indebted to too many people even to begin acknowledging 
them. To my parents, long gone, I am grateful for inculcating in me a deep 
respect for the Bible and an awareness of the awesome power of religion 
(even though they would be horrified to see how I have turned out). I have 
been fortunate in my teachers, and even more fortunate in my many grad¬ 
uate students over the years, who have been among my best teachers. I 
thank several colleagues who have made suggestions, though the final 
statement is my own. 

I must mention several colleagues in particular who have made 
detailed and very helpful suggestions: Beth Nakhai, Susan Ackerman, 
Carol Meyers, James Sanders, and Ziony Zevit. I want to mention also 
several anonymous men and women friends who are not specialists but 
are sensitive readers. I own an incalculable debt to Susan and Carol, 
whose amazingly close reading of my manuscript revealed to me not 
only some egregious errors in biblical studies, but both conceptual and 
structural problems with some of my characterization of women's cults. 
I have followed their astute criticisms wherever possible, but I remained 
unpersuaded on a few methodological points. Let me clarify these at the 
outset. 

Categorizing scholarly works by “schools” may be helpful or even 
necessary for purposes of comparison, but it can pose problems. This is es¬ 
pecially so with “feminism,” so let me define how I shall use the term. First, 
it may help to distinguish, as women colleagues often do, between 

(1) scholarly feminism, which is research and publication that focuses 
largely on particular women's issues, such as gender bias in scholarship; 

(2) and political feminism, which actively pursues an agenda that would 
give women full equality, access, and recognition in all areas of life. A 
woman might be committed to only one of these feminist movements, or 
to both; in what sense is she then a “feminist”? In theory at least, a man 
might also embrace one or both of these aspects of feminism. Thus I 
would insist that I am, politically speaking, a feminist. Nevertheless, I 
would not want to be described as either a “feminist” or a “masculinist” 
scholar , since both perspectives focus the inquiry too narrowly for me. 

A second qualification has more to do with degree than kind: how far 
does one go in feminist enterprises? I distinguish here between (1) “main¬ 
stream” feminists — competent, honest scholars who happen to be 
women, and who focus on women's issues among other scholarly interests; 
and (2) “doctrinaire” feminists, whose extremist ideology trumps any 
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scholarly credentials they might have, and who as a result become as chau¬ 
vinist as the men whose agenda they reject. 

Even the more sensible of the doctrinaire feminists are often char¬ 
acterized by what Susan Ackerman describes to me as “wishful think¬ 
ing/' They hope to reconstruct a past in which women's full equality (or 
even superiority) was actually realized, but which in their view has been 
obscured by male scholars. Thus they tend to ignore the realities of an¬ 
cient patriarchal worldviews, such as the Bible's — hardly the way to 
combat patriarchy, it seems to me. Furthermore, positing such a “matri¬ 
archal Garden of Eden" is bad historical scholarship (more on this in 
Chapter IX). 

Even alluding to possible differences in men's and women's ap¬ 
proaches to the study of ancient Israelite religion raises another issue: Do 
such gender differences actually exist; and if so, do they shape the way the 
portrait of religion is drawn? To phrase the question more pointedly, who 
is better suited to write about women's religious beliefs and practices (that 
is, their experience of religion), as I am attempting here: a man or a 
woman? 

In theory, I would like to say that it doesn't matter: good scholarship 
is simply good scholarship. In practice, however, women may be more 
likely to take up the topic, and they are probably also better suited to em¬ 
pathize personally with the plight of ancient Israelite women who have 
been so invisible in biblical scholarship until recently. That being said, my 
approach here may differ significantly from that of some women col¬ 
leagues, but I undertake my own statement for what it is worth, and I alone 
must be held accountable. I encourage more women colleagues to do the 
same. 

Whatever the results, I remain convinced that there are significant 
differences in men's and women's fundamental approach to religion and to 
the study of religion, men generally being perhaps more analytical (i.e., in¬ 
clined to theology), and women by and large more attuned to the emo¬ 
tional aspects of religion (experiential). Neither approach is necessarily 
“better" than the other; but ironically here I side as a man more with the 
latter. I can only hope that I will not be thought presumptuous. 

One other issue raised by reviewers should be addressed up front. 
That is the apparent contradiction between “folk" religion, with its venera¬ 
tion of Asherah (and perhaps other deities), and the fact that these ele¬ 
ments of “pagan" religion found their way into the Temple in Jerusalem 
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and thus became part of “official” or “state religion ” There they were toler¬ 
ated until the Deuteronomistic reforms (see below) in the late 7th century 
b.c., when “Book religion” began to prevail. But the apparent contradic¬ 
tion is easily resolved. Although originally part of the predominant folk re¬ 
ligion in the countryside, always centered in the family, these “foreign” ele¬ 
ments eventually penetrated into the urban cult in Jerusalem, where they 
finally came to be regarded as intrusive — if the biblical writers (the 
“Deuteronomists”) are to be believed. 

Some reviewers have suggested that my “Book religion” (following 
van der Toorn; below), which I have set up as a counterfoil to the more 
pervasive “folk religion,” is late in the Monarchy, emerging only with the 
7th-6th century b.c. Deuteronomistic reform movements. Thus they argue 
that for the earlier period in the Monarchy, not to mention the “Period of 
the Judges” (i2th-nth cents, b.c.), I can reconstruct nothing but “folk reli¬ 
gion.” This overlooks, however, the consensus of mainstream biblical 
scholars that behind the admittedly late written tradition there is a long 
oral tradition. The major theological motifs of canonical Scripture, al¬ 
though I have downplayed their popular appeal, did not appear suddenly 
overnight. These themes (see Chapter VIII) had a long tradition among 
the literati who later wrote and edited the Hebrew Bible; so “Book reli¬ 
gion” merely represents their final crystallization. 

Finally, regarding the emergence of “Book religion,” some reviewers 
have wondered whether I have made the dichotomy between that expres¬ 
sion of belief and “folk religion” too strong. That would seem to depreciate 
biblical (i.e. canonical) religion, which after all was the only version that 
survived, and which for all its shortcomings eventually laid the major 
foundations for the Western cultural tradition. Now that that tradition is 
under sustained attack, both symbolically and physically, some may fear 
that my book will undermine the foundations. That is a concern of mine 
as well; but then all truly critical scholarship may appear subversive. I 
think that is a risk that we must take. I can only say that elsewhere I have 
mounted a sustained defense of the Western cultural tradition and its bib¬ 
lical roots (see, for example, Dever 2001). 

Finally, what I know about “family,” which shapes religion so funda¬ 
mentally, I have learned in 50 eventful years with my own wives and chil¬ 
dren. Norma, a loyal companion in many years of exploration and travel, 
contributed much to life's long journey. Pamela, born a feminist and now a 
religious educator, has listened patiently to many trial formulations of 
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ideas presented here and has sharpened my focus at many points. In par¬ 
ticular, she has embodied many aspects of the Great Mother, to whom I 
hope I do justice here. 


William G. Dever 
Bedford Hills , New York 
August 2003 
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CHAPTER I 


Defining and Contextualizing Religion 


Our first task in approaching the religions of ancient Israel is obviously to 
specify what we mean by “religion” Surprisingly, virtually none of the doz¬ 
ens of works in the field, many of which we will survey in Chapter II below, 
attempts even a simple working definition. An exception is Ziony Zevifis 
The Religions of Ancient Israel: A Synthesis of Parallactic Approaches (2001), 
whose openness to the archaeological evidence, like mine here, may have 
prompted him to be more “realistic” than most commentators. 


The Phenomenon of Religion 

If religion reflects as universal and timeless a dimension of human experi¬ 
ence as I maintain, there will have been millions upon millions of notions 
of what religion is and does. Among modern, more explicit formulations 
are those found in the classic works of anthropologists and folklorists such 
as E. B. Tylor (1871); W. Robertson Smith (1894); James G. Frazer (1925); 
Emile Durkheim (1915); E. E. Evans-Pritchard (1951); Mary Douglas (1969; 
1975); and Clifford Geertz (1966). Other definitions are offered by philoso¬ 
phers and philosophers of religion such as William James (1985) and Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels (1967). Still other definitions come from more 
modern “religionists,” such as Mircea Eliade (1969; 1979); R. R. Cavanagh 
(1978); Jonathan Z. Smith (1987; 1990); Hans H. Penner (1989); and Wilfrid 
Cantwell Smith (1997). 

Some of these writers' views of religion are summarized by Zevit 
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(2001:11-22), whose own working definition of religion as it concerns us 
here is: 

religions are the varied, symbolic expressions of, and appropriate re¬ 
sponses to the deities and powers that groups or communities deliber¬ 
ately affirmed as being of unrestricted value to them within their world 
view (2001:15). 

The key terms here are “world view,” “community,” “value,” “deity,” 
“response,” and “symbolic”These terms figure prominently in virtually all 
other definitions of religion. But the most important focus is, of course, on 
the divine, or “supernatural,” and the driving force is something that we 
may call “ultimate concern ” A recent definition summing up these ideas, 
yet quite simple, is that of Hans H. Penner: “Religion is a 'verbal and non¬ 
verbal structure of interaction with superhuman being(s) ? ” (1989:7, 8). 
Penner says that he is not completely happy with this definition, but he 
“cannot think of anything better” Neither can I, so I will employ it here. 
But “concern” for what? What is it that is thought to be something other 
than ephemeral, that is, “ultimate”? And of “ultimate concern” to whom? 


Religion as “Ultimate Concern” 

In order to organize the following inquiry into a framework for discussing 
“folk religion,” let me try to specify some of the dimensions of the con¬ 
cerns that ordinary folk in ancient Israel had. Some of these may seem 
rather pedestrian to us, because, of course, we are presumably more so¬ 
phisticated. But they were the stuff of real life for the ancients. 

(1) The concern for survival This was no doubt the overall concern, 
and it could scarcely be more fundamental or more urgent. By “survival” I 
do not mean simply the animal instinct to live, although that is assumed. 
I give the ancients enough credit to suppose that they could be more 
“philosophical” than that, even if they could not always analyze or articu¬ 
late their feelings as we might. Existing under extraordinarily difficult 
conditions, in a marginal economy, they knew existentially that they lived 
in a mysterious, unpredictable, perilous world (which we would call Na¬ 
ture). In the midst of all their uncertainty and anxiety, they faced the ulti¬ 
mate threat: extinction. This would not be merely death by famine, dis- 
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ease, or natural and manmade disasters, but the possible obliteration of 
one's self, one's family, one's heritage and posterity. Today we might call 
this the threat of non-being, Soren Kierkegaard's “abyss" into which any 
individual might fall at any time. I suggest that for the ancients the threat 
derived from the perception that the universe was not “friendly." It was 
disordered, chaotic, fundamentally dangerous, if not evil. Even the gods 
could kill you, often for no apparent reason. Israelites could not comfort 
themselves with the much later (and non-Semitic) notion of the “immor¬ 
tality of the soul." When the body died, that was the end. Religion thus 
had first of all to deal with the problem of survival , in the most brutal, ele¬ 
mentary sense. 

(2) Aligning one's self with the universe. If personal survival was at 
stake, literally every moment, then it was essential to “personalize" the nu¬ 
minous powers that ultimately ruled the universe and to “get on their 
side." And these powers were perceived as the “other," the sacred. This was 
what Rudolf Otto may have had in mind when he coined the phrase the 
“idea of the Holy." Yet we must remember that the distinction between “sa¬ 
cred" and “secular" (or profane) is a modern one. It is a concept that 
would have been totally foreign and indeed incomprehensible in the an¬ 
cient world generally. Religion was so taken for granted that biblical He¬ 
brew, for instance, has no specific word for “religion." Human life was 
filled with ideas and experiences that were, of course, “religious," and there 
are many terms in the Bible for these. But religion could not be abstracted 
and analyzed; nor could it have been an option, as we moderns suppose. 
Living in antiquity was being “religious," as I shall stress throughout this 
work. That meant identifying, however difficult, with the gods who alone 
could confer on human life order, wisdom, power over evil, dignity, and in 
the end meaning and purpose. That larger sense of well-being was what 
fleshed out mere survival, made the concern “ultimate." 

(3) How to placate the deities and secure their favor. If the gods really 
were in control, how could individuals act practically so as to avoid their 
wrath and secure the specific blessings that would enhance survival? Al¬ 
though the ancients would not have rationalized matters thus (how could 
you “rationalize” the supra-rational?), I suggest that the practical strategy 
involved the “care and feeding of the gods." That meant (a) accepting the 
myths about them as true, thus acknowledging not only their existence but 
their reality as all-powerful forces; (b) inquiring diligently as to what the 
gods by reason of their transcendence required of humans; (c) obeying the 
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gods, fearing them, and paying them homage in the form of gifts, offer¬ 
ings, sacrifices, rituals, services at sanctuaries, prayers, and vows; and 
(d) in some cases augmenting the life of piety with what was considered 
ethical behavior (more on this later). On a higher theoretical and moral 
plane, all this and other religious activity could be construed in ancient Is¬ 
rael as “fearing God and loving him,” that is, obeying him gladly and thus 
achieving harmony with the divine order, or what we might call “salva¬ 
tion” But at the more mundane, everyday level, most of ancient religion in 
Israel and elsewhere was directed at placating the gods (and evil spirits), 
averting the evil that they might bring, and securing their specific bless¬ 
ings. 


“The Care and Feeding of the Gods” 

Blessings, of course, would be understood in terms of the practical benefits 
alluded to above, relating to survival and well-being: the health of oneself 
and one's progeny; material prosperity; escape from disaster; the continu¬ 
ing heritage of the family, clan, and people; and, I would argue, above all 
that sense of identity and pride that still dominates the thinking of people 
in the Middle East today. The gods could grant all this and more; but they 
could also take it away. It made sense to placate them, not by coming up 
with abstract theological formulae, or promising the devotion of the “pure 
in heart”Much more practical and efficacious was to give back to the gods 
a token portion of what they had graciously given. That was what sacrifice 
was: gifts of food and substance and even life. And it worked — or so it ap¬ 
peared when things were going well. (See further Chapter IV.) 

Such a pragmatic definition of religion may seem to us primitive, 
even debased, as though religion were simply “magic ” But that's precisely 
what religion is, or at least was, however much that may offend modern 
sensibilities. We want religion to be “nice”: beautiful, aesthetically appeal¬ 
ing, uplifting, ennobling, “spiritual,” and above all tidy. But ancient reli¬ 
gion was, as the anthropologist Eilberg-Schwartz (1990) puts it, rather 
messy. It was in fact “savage” — a brutal, often bloody, life-and-death 
struggle, the outcome of which was by no means certain. The modern, ide¬ 
alistic, romantic portrait of ancient Israelite religion is a comfortable delu¬ 
sion, but one that obscures the reality. Here I shall try instead to look at the 
religions of the real Israel, “warts and all ” 
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On “Folk Religion” 

The portrait that I have just painted may seem to some readers just an¬ 
other modern caricature — the bias of an archaeologist who is preoccu¬ 
pied with the material aspects of religious life and therefore minimizes its 
spiritual aspects. That raises the question of whether there were, in fact, 
two religions of ancient Israel. More than two? And if so, how am I justi¬ 
fied in focusing so exclusively on one? At the outset I stated that this will be 
primarily a study of “folk religion,” implying that this was the polar oppo¬ 
site of something else that we might call “official religion” or “state reli¬ 
gion,” or, better, “Book religion ” In Chapters II and III, I will show how 
many scholars have assumed such a distinction, and how it has affected 
their understanding and presentation. 

Here let me anticipate this discussion by setting forth my under¬ 
standing of “religion in two dimensions” These categories are not rigid, of 
course. And they are somewhat artificial, since the ancients would not have 
recognized such distinctions. Nevertheless, they may be useful as theoreti¬ 
cal antitheses, out of which might develop a synthesis. Here are some char¬ 
acteristics and focal points that I suggested provisionally years ago (1995), 
in chart-form. 


“State Religion” 

Literate 

Texts 

Canon 

Belief 

Mythology 

Verbal 

Theology 

Ideology 

Intellectual 

Dogma 

Rational 

Ceremonial 

Public 

Social 

National 


“Folk Religion” 

Popular 

Artifacts 

Improvisation 

Practice 

Magic 

Symbolic 

Cult 

Action 

Emotive 

Praxis 

Mystical 

Ritual 

Private 

Individual 

Local 
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State 

Ethics 

Political order 

“Sacred” 

Orthodoxy 


Family 

Piety 

Right relations 
“Profane” 

Customary practice 


Is there some validity to juxtaposing such polar opposites? Does each 
column represent a separate version of Israel's religions; and if so, which 
was normative? Did they overlap along a continuum? Virtually all scholars 
do recognize some such dichotomy, although there is great confusion 
about terminology, apart from the general state or official religion on the 
one hand, and “folk” religion on the other. (Below I shall adopt “Book reli¬ 
gion” for the former.) 

Before further defending my preference for a term to designate the 
phenomena in the right-hand column — my focus here — let me note 
briefly the terminology of other scholars, with some critical comments 
that may make a choice easier. John S. Holladay's seminal and widely 
quoted article in 1987 distinguished on the one hand “established, con¬ 
formist, State” religion, and on the other hand “distributed, non¬ 
conformist, local” religion. Susan Ackermans pioneering book (1992) used 
the term “popular religion” throughout, but she defined it mainly as “an 
alternate vision, a non-priestly, non-Deuteronomistic, non-prophetic view 
of what Yahwism was” (1992:216). That is accurate, but it sees this form of 
Israelite religion mostly in terms of what it was not, rather than in terms of 
what it was (although in all fairness Ackerman's treatment overall is more 
positive; see Chapters II, VI, VII). 

Rainer Albertz's monumental history of Israelite religion contrasts 
“official religion” or “official syncretism” with “family religion,” “personal 
piety,” “internal religious pluralism,” and “poly-Yahwism” (1994:19; 83). 

Karel van der Toorn's initial work dealt with the “popular religious 
groups” (1994), but later he developed a term that I find one of the most 
helpful, “Book religion” or the canonical religion of the literary tradition 
as preserved in the Hebrew Bible (1997). 

Jacques Berlinerblau (1996) has provided the most extensive and co¬ 
gent analysis yet, complaining of the lack of terminological precision here¬ 
tofore. Yet in the end, he too accepts the dichotomy of “official” versus 
“popular” religion, although he stresses the variety, as well as the legiti¬ 
macy, of the latter (his “groups”; 1996:22). 


6 



Defining and Contextualizing Religion 


Othmar Keel's and Christoph Uehlinger's monumental work on Is¬ 
raelite iconography is absolutely fundamental to a study of folk religion. 
But curiously, they do not define their focus except to call for going be¬ 
yond the “state cult” to a consideration of levels of “family” “local” and 
“national” religion (1998:406). 

Patrick Miller's landmark study The Religion of Ancient Israel (2000) 
contrasts “State religion” — orthodox, heterodox, and syncretistic Yah- 
wism — with “family religion” and “local and regional cults” Mark 
Smith's survey of various deities (2002a) speaks of “popular religion” 
throughout. Ziony Zevit's tour deforce simply stresses pluralism, speaking 
throughout of the many “religions” of ancient Israel. 

None of these choices is without problems, as many of the authors 
admit. On the one hand, to refer to “State” or “official” religion presup¬ 
poses that the religious establishment and the Israelite state were in agree¬ 
ment, if not in league with each other, and that the state had the power to 
enforce religious conformity. I very much doubt that. And the implication 
until all too recently that this biblically sanctioned, monolithic form of Is¬ 
raelite religion was “normative” must be rejected altogether. On the other 
hand, speaking of “popular” religion implies that it constituted a form of 
religious life that was not represented in the priestly and court circles in Je¬ 
rusalem but was widespread only in the countryside. And that cannot be 
the case either. 

The truth of the matter is that the various expressions of “native” 
Israelite religious beliefs and practices (not “syncretism”; below), under 
the rubric of “Yahwism,” overlapped. And they were all tolerated in vari¬ 
ous combinations at one time or another. That is why we can never write 
a satisfactory history of any one “Israelite religion.” And it is also why 
Zevit ends his 690-page discussion with a one-page “Reductio,” stating 
that 


The multiplicity of Israelite religions attested in the different types of 
data considered in this study can all be explained reductiveiy as bio- 
psychological expressions of citizenship in a cosmos perceived as dishar¬ 
monious (2001:690). 

Given the problems enumerated here, as well as my deliberately nar¬ 
row focus, I shall speak somewhat arbitrarily of “folk religion” throughout 
what follows. 
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Folk Religion: Toward a Methodology 

I shall advance in Chapter III the proposition that in history-writing of 
any kind, the choice of method is fundamental, because to a large degree it 
determines the outcome of the inquiry. Where you arrive depends not only 
upon where you think you're going, but also upon how you decide to get 
there. Having announced as my goal the elucidation of folk religion, how 
do I propose to do that? In particular, is there a specific method that might 
differ from that suitable for an inquiry into religion in general? 

In Chapter II I explore the approaches of various traditional 
“schools," such as the “history of religions," which is diachronic and com¬ 
parative, and “biblical theology," which tends to be topical and normative. 
Then I argue that neither is satisfactory, the first because it is too broad, 
and the second because it is too narrow. Neither focuses on the reality of 
the religions of ancient Israel — especially theology, which even in its most 
innocent guise remains essentially an enterprise of apologetics, and more¬ 
over seems to conceive of religion merely in terms of ideas rather than of 
practice. 

“Religionists" (if we may use that term) have entered the discussion 
more recently, raising the question: Is a phenomenology of religions possi¬ 
ble? Or, to phrase it another way: Is it possible to develop a general “social 
science" theory of religion without resorting to philosophy of religion or 
theology? (See, for example, Jensen 1993.) I am doubtful about either a true 
“science" of religion, or some overarching theory that is capable of com¬ 
prehending religion universally. But I shall adopt the notion of “phenome¬ 
non" here, because I regard ancient Israelite religion as a particular, con¬ 
crete example of religion as a cultural phenomenon. 

As an archaeologist and an anthropologist, and thus a historian, I 
shall argue that philosophy and theology are distractions. These disci¬ 
plines may well be legitimate and interesting in their own right; but they 
get us nowhere in the inquiry into ancient folk religion. Indeed, they are 
barriers to understanding, because they are later, modern constructs 
forced back upon ancient Israel's thought-world and the behavior of most 
folk who were part of it. Therefore, in order to comprehend Israelite folk 
religion on its own terms, I shall take an approach that may be called “de¬ 
scriptive" rather than “prescriptive." I am well aware that postmodernists 
and other skeptics who prevail in many disciplines today think this naive. 
For them, there are no “facts," only social constructs; ancient texts do not 
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refer to any reality but have to do only with other texts and ideologies, 
theirs and ours. But I shall ignore what I regard as postmodern piffle 
(Dever 2001) and get on with the task as I see it, which is historical and de¬ 
scriptive of realities that did exist after all. 

The real problems with a phenomenology of religion are not with 
skepticism, much less with religion per se. The problems lie in the chal¬ 
lenge that all the social sciences face today: how to “represent” or portray 
the realities with which they purportedly deal, Durkheims “social facts” 
Our knowledge about such facts is, of course, always a social “construct,” if 
knowledge does not drop down from heaven but must be created by us on 
the basis of subjective human perceptions. My point of departure from 
what is commonly called revisionism, however, is simply the insistence 
that our constructs must be founded on facts wherever possible, not on 
ideological fancies. And I shall employ archaeological data to provide an 
empirical, factual basis for understanding the practices (if not the beliefs) 
of Israelite folk religion. 


“Phenomenology of Religion” 

A phenomenological approach is sometimes called “functionalism,” be¬ 
cause it focuses more on what societies actually do than upon larger social 
theories. 

Let me specify further what I mean by a “phenomenological” or 
“functionalist” approach. Such an approach operates as follows: 

(1) It relies upon observing society directly, in action rather than in the¬ 
ory. 

(2) It does not necessarily “reconstruct” but uses typical case studies. 

(3) It seeks to understand society “from within” — what folk say about 
themselves — whether through words or symbolic actions. 

(4) It emphasizes individual creativity, rather than trying to develop 
large-scale “typologies.” 

(5) Its objective is Geertz’s (1973) “thick description,” not necessarily ex¬ 
planation. 

(6) It makes use of “organic models,” assuming that social systems oper¬ 
ate in some ways like biological systems (notions of interacting “sub¬ 
systems,” seeking and maintaining equilibrium). 
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(7) Its methods are basically inductive, that is, working from the partic¬ 
ular to the general, rather than deductive, or seeking “law-like gener¬ 
alizations” 

(8) It does not eschew ideology, but it assumes that the exact content of 
belief systems is irretrievable, although their observation is possible 
through inference. 

Phenomenology and functionalism have a long history in anthropol¬ 
ogy and ethnography, from Durkheim through Malinowski, to Radcliff- 
Brown (Layton 1997:18-39). Yet for all my confidence in these approaches, I 
do acknowledge two problems at the outset. First, there is the tendency 
(some would say inevitable) to fall into the trap of what is called 
“reductionism,” or the assumption that a thing is only what it does . That is 
obviously an oversimplification, even a caricature of human activity. This 
is particularly true in the case of religion, because it would reduce the tran¬ 
scendental dimension of religion — the “spiritual” — to a set of trivial, 
meaningless activities (much as behaviorism did in psychology). 

The basic fallacy of all reductionist schemes that attempt to explain 
(or even to describe) human behavior can be illustrated by giving some ex¬ 
amples. One might say of eating, for instance, that it is “only the human 
animal’s masticating the dead remains of other animals or plants and im¬ 
bibing liquids ” Would that do justice to the enormous aesthetic pleasures 
of food and drink, not to mention the larger role that cuisine plays in vari¬ 
ous cultures? Similarly, reductionist schemes obscure, downplay, or debase 
the symbolic significance of religion, essential to religion, as we shall see. 

Closely related to the problem of reductionism in purely descriptive 
explanations of human behavior is “determinism.” By this I mean the no¬ 
tion that the “causes” of individual behavior and socio-cultural change are 
essentially mechanical rather than the result of ideology, that is, of human 
choice and intent. Determinism can take many forms, such as environ¬ 
mental determinism, which holds that culture is shaped and constrained 
only by the impersonal, immutable “forces of Nature.” In this case, religion 
would be seen merely as a predictable, universal human response to the 
challenge of survival, largely through technological innovation. Or, in the 
Marxist paradigm, religion is only “the opiate of the masses,” the illusion 
that must be sustained by oppressors in order to manipulate and exploit 
the proletariat. Religion at its most banal may in fact function that way; 
but surely it can be and has been something nobler than that. And above 
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all, religion is not static, not predictable, but rather a dynamic force. It is 
that open-ended, surprising, exciting aspect of religion that I shall explore 
here, even if we cannot “explain” it all. Again, religion in terms of what it 
actually does, but not overlooking its transcendental dimension. 

One other critique of phenomenology of religion must be men¬ 
tioned here. That has to do with the question of whether, in abandoning a 
strictly “scientific” method, it does not abandon real method. Much of the 
phenomenological approach in past has taken for granted the necessity for 
“empathy,” or sympathetic participation somehow in the experience of reli¬ 
gion, not simply developing theories about religion. The assumption is 
(1) that one can “get into the minds” of the practitioners of a given reli¬ 
gion; and (2) that such “idealism,” based on intuitive and impressionistic 
approaches, does not rule out defensible judgments and genuine scientific 
discourse. 

The preference of most critics might be for a “ science of religion” or 
as I would put it, “a secular understanding of the Sacred.” I seriously doubt 
that that is possible, or even desirable. Religion is not about science: em¬ 
pirical evidence; the testing of laws; and predictions. Religion is about the 
mysterious, contingent dimensions of human life and experience; not 
about the physical, but about the metaphysical. Thus, while religion is not 
necessarily “irrational,” it is more concerned with the supra-rational. A ra¬ 
tional explanation of myriad religious experiences, even if possible, would 
miss the point. I concur with the distinguished religionist Mircea Eliade, 
who states: 

Thus, the historian of religion is in a position to grasp the permanence 

of what has been called mans specific existential situation of 'being in 

the world,' for the experience of the sacred is its correlate (1969:9). 

In other words, the observer must become a participant in order to under¬ 
stand, if not directly then at least by putting oneself within “understanding 
distance.” It is impossible to grasp any religious tradition by approaching it 
with contempt, or hostility or an air of superiority (in that case, why 
bother?). But while observers must not condemn out of hand, neither can 
they simply adopt the truth-claims of any particular religion at face value, 
for that would also result in a loss of perspective. And a balanced perspec¬ 
tive is what is required — a balance of disinterested critical judgment, but 
also of positive appreciation. To give up either is to become an ideologue 
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on the one hand, or a cynic on the other. We cannot be truly “scientific"; 
but we can and must be systematic if ours is to be a disciplined inquiry. (Of 
the related issue of “objectivity" I shall have more to say in Chapter III.) 

I shall try to strike the needed balance. Again, my approach will be to 
describe as far as possible the actual religious experiences of the majority of 
folk in ancient Israel, especially those left out by the Hebrew Bible. But I 
shall not try to “relive" those experiences, much less to force them upon 
others as an example of what religion ought to be. I ask readers to with¬ 
hold judgment, perhaps even to forgo it indefinitely. 

My first goal is simply a factual description of a lost reality — folk re¬ 
ligion in ancient Israel — using surviving artifacts, the “material remains 
of the cult," as our best clues. Where I can, I shall resort to the biblical texts 
for at least theoretical evidence of beliefs; but these texts will be considered 
secondary sources (see Chapter III). What I hope will emerge is a vital, 
convincing portrait of a “people without a history" (at least a written his¬ 
tory) — of those whom the book of Daniel has in mind in speaking of “all 
those who sleep in the dust" (12:2). It is archaeology, and archaeology 
alone, that can bring back those anonymous, forgotten folk of antiquity 
and give them their long-lost voice, allowing them to speak to us of their 
ultimate concerns. We must listen, especially to women, whom patriarchy 
has rendered largely mute. 


The “Context” of Folk Religion 

In archaeology, everything depends ultimately upon context An individual 
object, no matter how interesting in itself, is largely meaningless, “lifeless,” 
if it has been ripped out of context — that is, out of the larger behavioral 
and cultural system within which it once functioned, and which gave it 
significance. That is why archaeologists are so apparently obsessed with ex¬ 
cavating and recording carefully, why archaeology is not “treasure hunt¬ 
ing" but is an attempt at piecing together an entire extinct social system or 
lifestyle. Popular religion in ancient Israel was once part of a functioning 
cultural system, and it is lifeless when removed from that system and stud¬ 
ied abstractly, as in so many works reviewed here. Only archaeology with 
its focus on ordinary folk and everyday life, can reconstruct a “real life" 
context, one in which religion actually functioned and did not serve sim¬ 
ply to fire the literary imagination of a few idealists. Thus we need to ask: 
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“What was daily life really like in ancient Israel?” And in particular, how 
did the reality of everyday life affect the way in which Israelite religions 
were conceived and practiced? 

(1) The natural world . First, we need to look at Israel's (ancient Pales¬ 
tine's) unique geographical and geo-political setting. We must remember 
that we are dealing with an area west of the Jordan River that is about the 
size of the state of New Jersey. It is only 250 miles long, the southern half 
barren desert, and varies from about 30 to 70 miles wide. Israel looms 
“larger than life” in our Western imagination because of its spiritual signif¬ 
icance, but it was a tiny country. The entire population in the Iron Age 
never exceeded about 130,000 (today it is some ten million in a comparable 
area). The few large cities cannot have contained more than about 3,000 
people; and an average town would have had a population of only some 
500-1,000; and most areas were rural, with a very low population density. 
Jerusalem in the time of Solomon had perhaps 2,000 people, and at its 
height in the 8th century b.c. it probably had no more than 5,000 people. 

Not only was Israel insignificant in size, it was also vulnerable be¬ 
cause of its geo-political situation. It was a small coastal strip along the 
bend of the Fertile Crescent, sandwiched in between the great empires of 
Egypt and Mesopotamia. It lagged far behind them in all the early ad¬ 
vances of civilization. More significantly, because of its exposed position as 
a “land bridge”between Africa and Asia, Palestine and later Israel were fre¬ 
quently trampled over, subjugated, and occupied for long periods by for¬ 
eign powers. Think of the long succession of peoples who have overrun 
this general area along the Levantine coast in historical times: Amorites, 
Hittites, FJurrians, Egyptians, Philistines, Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, 
Greeks, Romans, Muslims, European Crusaders, Turks (not to mention the 
British and French). No single political entity ever ruled the area in antiq¬ 
uity for more than about 400 years, and that was ironically the rather fee¬ 
ble Israelite-Judean monarchy (ca. 1,000-600 b.c.). And never was the 
country truly united. 

Added to the disadvantages of size and location, Israel suffered from 
a lack of any natural resources that could have brought it trade, financial 
independence, or prosperity. The land is a geologist's ideal field laboratory, 
fascinating in its diversity, but it is a mostly hostile environment for hu¬ 
man habitation. The southern deserts were uninhabitable except for brief 
periods when complex technology made runoff irrigation possible, as in 
Roman-Nabataean times; or when the wilderness provided a desperate re- 


13 



DID GOD HAVE A WIFE? 


treat, as for Byzantine monks. The central and northern part of the coun¬ 
try is a land of great, almost insurmountable contrasts. This area extends 
from the barren shores of the Dead Sea nearly 1,300 feet below sea level, to 
the rugged forested mountains of upper Galilee some 4,000 feet above sea 
level. All along the north-south central “spine” of the country, these 
mountains constitute a barrier to movement, except for a few natural east- 
west ravines. The hill country was so formidable that it was not densely oc¬ 
cupied until Israelite times, and then only thanks to widespread terracing 
and the construction of cisterns and reservoirs to supplement the few pe¬ 
rennial springs. The coastal plain in antiquity was largely a malarial 
swamp. The rolling inland foothills (the biblical Shephelah) were fertile 
and well watered, but they were in the hands of the Philistines in Israelite 
times. The point here is that Israel's “fractured geography" meant that for 
most of the time its society and political structure were “fractured" as well. 

In addition to poor, thin, rocky soils, even in the best of areas, there 
was the problem of water. There are no real rivers except the Jordan, and 
that ran in a channel so deep that the waters were largely inaccessible and 
emptied uselessly into the Dead Sea. Elsewhere there are few perennial 
springs, and primitive technology could not manage deep wells. Most of 
the area was devoted to dry farming. That depended upon rainfall that 
could vary from none in the deserts to some forty inches in upper Galilee. 
But it was always too little or too much; in the wrong times or places; never 
predictable. The long summers from May to October are hot and dry, the 
rains falling only in the winter months. But droughts occur every few 
years, and crops even in prime agricultural areas often fail. Finally, even in 
years of bountiful harvests, as much as a third of the grain crop could not 
be adequately stored and was lost to dampness, rot, and vermin. 

If arable land and available water were scant, other natural resources 
were almost nonexistent. There was timber in the upland areas, but much 
of the land had already been deforested by Israelite times (the process began 
with the first villages in the Neolithic period, ca. 8,000 b.c.). Copper ore had 
been mined in the southern Negev desert and the Jordan Valley from the 
third millennium on; but the mines are isolated, in the blistering desert, far 
from sources for the charcoal needed for smelting. Tin, essential for alloy¬ 
ing copper to make bronze, does not occur anywhere closer than Anatolia 
or Afghanistan. There are some iron deposits in Transjordan, but iron tech¬ 
nology was primitive and inefficient, even in the “Iron Age." Nowhere are 
there deposits of gold, silver, precious stones, or even other useful minerals. 
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Ancient Palestine's poor natural environment, precarious geo¬ 
political situation, unreliable subsistence, fractured social structure, and 
political instability mean that we must keep constantly in mind one fact. 
Ancient Israel was a truly marginal economy and society. The country was 
always poor compared to its prosperous neighbors; always powerless com¬ 
pared to their might; always on the verge of extinction (as finally hap¬ 
pened). It may be unsettling to some readers, but the fact is that ancient Is¬ 
rael was an obscure cultural and historical backwater of the ancient Near 
East. It would have been long forgotten except for its one memorable con¬ 
tribution to civilization: the Hebrew Bible, and the memory of Israel's 
faith and vision of human destiny that it enshrines. 

(2) The social and political world. Turning now from the larger, “ex¬ 
ternal" world of Nature, what was Israel's peculiar social and political ad¬ 
aptation to this world like? We have already noted the fractured landscape, 
broken up into many different environmental niches, or microcosms. This 
natural diversity resulted in a relatively wide diversity of lifestyles and cul¬ 
tural values for such a small country, making it extraordinarily difficult to 
achieve any kind of social or political unity. 

Think by comparison of Mesopotamia, with its vast, homogenous 
landscape along the thousand-mile length of the Tigris and Euphrates 
valleys: it attained large-scale state-level integration as early as 3000 b.c., 
and true “empires" by the late 3rd millennium b.c. And Egypt was uni¬ 
fied up and down the Nile for 600 miles or more under pharaohs of the 
First Dynasty well before 3000 b.c. But Palestine first achieved statehood 
only with the United Monarchy of Israel, ca. 1000 b.c. And many would 
regard even that as more a “chiefdom" than a true “state" as anthropolo¬ 
gists define these political entities. Even so, within a century this nascent 
union had split into the northern kingdom of Israel and the smaller 
southern kingdom of Judah. The north was more prosperous, but it was 
riven by old tribal rivals and was unstable from the beginning. The 
south, often involved in civil war with the north, survived longer under 
the Davidic dynasty. 

Political conditions were so deplorable that the writers of the biblical 
books of First and Second Kings approved of only two kings. They pre¬ 
dicted the collapse of the state and were proven correct by the Babylonian 
destruction in 586 b.c. The political history of both Israel and Judah was 
“nasty, brutish, and short," as the saying goes, characterized by dissension, 
treachery, corruption, frequent bloody assassinations, and ultimately the 
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failure to create a viable state. The institution of kingship itself was de¬ 
bated. Even the biblical writers, who speak hopefully of “all Israel,” are of¬ 
ten at odds with each other. As a result of all this, people at all levels of so¬ 
ciety were constantly aware of the political disorder and chaos that 
threatened the very foundation of their lives. How could anyone plan for 
the future? 

Israelite society was also a victim of stress created by a harsh envi¬ 
ronment. The majority of ancient Israelites were essentially subsistence 
farmers eking out a miserable existence on small plots of land. Sometimes 
they were freeholders, other times not much better off than serfs or inden¬ 
tured servants, and from time to time even slaves (despite the biblical 
ideal). Others were merchants and artisans in the villages and towns, but 
these market towns were dependent upon the agricultural hinterland. The 
vast majority of Israelites were what Marx would have called the “proletar¬ 
ian” class. Only in a few larger cities could anyone have hoped to find a 
greater measure of prosperity and achieve an elite social status based on 
entrepreneurship and the creation of heritable wealth. The few true elites 
were probably found among a few large landholders and in Jerusalem, in 
court and priestly circles (those who wrote the Bible). In the north, aligned 
with the capital at Samaria, we know of a landed gentry from records 
found in the excavation of the palace archives. 

From the evidence we have, both textual and archaeological, it ap¬ 
pears that Israel was hardly a “middle class” society. It was bottom-heavy, 
with a preponderance of lower-class folk — theoretically “free men and 
women,” but in reality at the mercy of the tiny but rapacious upper class in 
whose hands wealth and power were concentrated. 

These social inequalities in ancient Israel help to explain the message 
of the great 8th-7th century b.c. prophets and their call for social justice. 
They extolled the virtues of the “poor of the land” (Hebrew 'aniytm ha- 
9 arets) — the majority, who were often oppressed and disenfranchised. 
Amos is outraged and thunders: 

Hear this, you who trample upon the needy, 

And bring the poor of the land to an end, 

Saying, “When will the new moon be over, 

That we may sell grain? 

And the sabbath, that we may offer wheat for sale, 

That we may make the ephah small and the shekel great, 
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And deal deceitfully with false balances, 

That we may buy the poor for silver and the needy 
For a pair of sandals, 

And sell the refuse of the wheat?” 

The Lord has sworn by the pride of Jacob: 

“Surely I will never forget any of their deeds” 

And again, the voice of doom of Yahweh, Israel's God: 

Woe to those who lie upon beds of ivory, 

and stretch themselves upon their couches, 

and eat lambs from the flock, 

and calves from the midst of the stall; 

who sing idle songs to the sound of the harp, 

and like David invent for themselves 

instruments of music; 

who drink wine in bowls, 

and anoint themselves with the finest oils, 

but are not grieved over the ruin of Joseph! 

Therefore they shall now be the first 

Of those to go into exile. 

Micah is equally passionate; Yahweh declares: 

Woe to those who devise wickedness 
And work evil upon their beds! 

When the morning dawns, they perform it, 

Because it is in the power of their hand. 

They covet fields, and seize them; 

And houses, and take them away; 

They oppress a man and his house, 

A man and his inheritance. 

Therefore thus says the Lord: 

Behold, against this family I am devising evil, 

From which you cannot remove your necks; 

And you shall not walk haughtily, 

For it will be an evil time. 


(Amos 8:4-7) 


(Amos 6:4-7) 


(Micah 2:1-3) 
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(3) The world of the family. Moving to the still lower (but fundamen¬ 
tal) socio-economic scale of rural areas and everyday life, how did most 
people in ancient Israel actually live? First, they lived in hamlets, villages, 
and small towns of no more than a few hundred people. Based on the most 
recent and most sophisticated demographic estimates, that would be as 
much as 80-90 percent of the total population. (Here it may be helpful to 
remember that as recently as a century ago, 80 percent of Americans lived 
on farms; today it is less than 2 percent.) Some of these villages had been 
established early in Israel's history, when the society was almost exclusively 
rural and non-urban. But others had grown up during the monarchy as 
satellites of the few urban centers, in a pattern that anthropologists call a 
“three-tier” hierarchical system. Like a triangle, the configuration here is 
one of a great many small sites on the bottom; far fewer medium-sized 
sites in the middle; and a very few large sites (true cities) on top. 

This pattern of what we call “site type and distribution” — always 
fundamental to archaeological investigation — means that the bulk of the 
Israelite population lived in relatively isolated , traditional areas. Further¬ 
more, the basically conservative culture of rural areas was intensified by 
the fact that society was kin-based, and thus in a sense inbred. Young peo¬ 
ple were constrained to marry within the clan, even the larger family. Mar¬ 
riage to first cousins was often preferred. As in an Arab village of 100-300 
today, everyone was related by blood to everyone else. Only in the cities 
was personal status entrepreneurial, rather than kin-based. 

Most people were thus removed from the centers of political power, 
religious authority, and international tensions, insulated from the 
decision-making processes that shaped national culture. They would have 
known somehow that they were “Israelites,” but they didn't carry pass¬ 
ports. And the orthodox religious ideals enshrined in the Hebrew Bible 
would have been foreign to them throughout most of Israel's history, at 
least until the Deuteronomistic reforms toward the very end. And even 
that did not reach the masses (more on that below). 

Furthermore, most people's daily lives revolved even more provin- 
cially around what we would call the “extended family” This would be a 
two- or three-generation family group of up to fifteen to twenty people, 
consisting perhaps of a surviving older parent; an aunt or uncle; and the 
primary couple and their children. Other groups might consist of an aging 
couple with several married sons and their wives and children. This is what 
anthropologists call a “patrilocal” form of social organization, in which 
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married sons bring their new wives to their own home, that is, their fa¬ 
ther's house, to reside and raise children there. The ancestral house is sim¬ 
ply added to as the extended family grows, eventually becoming a family 
compound with several dwelling units grouped around a central courtyard 
and sharing many common facilities for food storage and preparation and 
the like. 

Most families in the Middle East have traditionally lived this way un¬ 
til recently (known as “stem families"), and many still do in small towns 
and villages. In the villages, several such extended families and household 
clusters, all sheltering blood relatives, would make up the entire popula¬ 
tion of a few hundred people. Within walking distance, there would be 
other such villages, also kin-based and claiming descent from the same 
tribal ancestor, real or imagined. This pattern produces an extremely close- 
knit society, based on family ties, commonly shared traditional values, and 
loyalty to the clan and to tribal sheiks rather than to any external authority 
such as the State. 

I lived in primitive Arab villages in the Hebron hills for many 
months in the years following the 1967 war and have experienced firsthand 
the reality of such traditional family life. It has all changed now, but forty 
years ago it felt like stepping back into biblical times — into another 
world. It is hard not to romanticize it, because the simpler life, the close as¬ 
sociations of people, the daily rhythms all had their appeal. But what I re¬ 
member is how hard life was for almost everyone in the village. 

The ethnographic data alone are compelling, but they are confirmed 
by a study of the biblical texts. In 1985 Lawrence Stager, a colleague at Har¬ 
vard, published a brilliant article entitled “The Archaeology of the Family 
in Early Israel," in which he used both ethnography and the then-new ar¬ 
chaeological data on the Israelite settlement in Canaan to elucidate the de¬ 
scription of the “house of the father" in the pre-Monarchical stories in 
loshua, Judges, and Samuel. A modified version of Stager's scenario would 
reveal the following ascending “levels" of social structure, which remained 
much the same even during the more urbanized period of the monarchy. 

(1) Individuals who lived in and identified with the “house of the father" 
(gever). 

(2) The “father" himself, or paterfamilias ( 9 dv) of the nuclear family and 
compound, the “house of the father" (b£t-*dv) 

(3) The extended family or clan (mishpahdh). 
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(4) The larger lineage or “tribe” (shevet; matteh). 

(5) The whole “people of Israel” (betd-yisrael). 

Dozens of biblical stories about everyday life in ancient Israel reflect 
this family-based social structure. For instance, look at the story in 
Joshua 7. In assembling the people of Israel to punish Achan for his dis¬ 
loyalty at the battle of 'Ai, Joshua calls up the whole “tribe of Judah” 
(shevet-yehudah). He then summons the “family of Judah” i.e., the “clan” 
(mishpahah-yehuddh). Finally he brings out the “household” (bet) of 
Achan, “man by man” (ligvarim), that is, the whole family of Achan, “his 
sons and daughters.” And as dramatic (and horrifying) evidence of family 
solidarity, when Achan is sentenced to death, his whole family was exe¬ 
cuted with him, and even his property was destroyed. “Collective punish¬ 
ment” may be morally repugnant to us; but in ancient Israel it was 
deemed necessary to preserve the integrity of the larger “family,” the 
“bene-Israel,” the people as a whole. The family — not the individual — is 
the core of society. 

(4) The world of the household . What about the more immediate con¬ 
text in which ordinary people lived and carried out the various tasks of ev¬ 
eryday life, the family household? What did a typical town or village house 
look like, and what went on there? Can we tell anything from the physical 
remains about people's notion of identity, about their sense of meaning 
and purpose in life? 

We now have enough archaeological data to reconstruct a typical 
Iron Age house and its furnishings in considerable detail. Nearly all the 
houses, even those in urban areas, are based on the “four-room” or “pillar- 
courtyard” house plan of the early settlement period. This type of house 
was first developed in an agricultural society and economy, so it was self- 
contained and could easily accommodate the large families that we have 
just discussed. Such a house featured an open central courtyard, around 
which there were arranged in a u-shaped layout three banks of rooms, sep¬ 
arated by partitions and stone columns that supported the second story. 
The courtyard had a hearth or oven, food-processing installations, and 
work areas. The two or three rooms on each side were stables, usually with 
cobbled floors for mucking them out, and often with stone mangers. The 
back room or rooms were typically storage areas for foodstuffs, provisions, 
and tools. The second story would have had anywhere from five to eight 
small rooms, which were the living quarters and sleeping chambers for the 
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large family. The flat, tamped mud roof was used for drying and process¬ 
ing food in good weather. 

These houses were simply constructed of stone foundations with 
mudbrick walls. But they were easy to build, naturally well insulated, and 
practical for large families in both rural and urban areas. The average 
house could be as large as 16 by 16 meters, or to translate into feet, 850 
square feet of living and storage space for one story, 1,700 for both. That 
may sound a bit small for a big family. But ethnographic estimates figure 
about ten sq. meters of total living space per person, so the 850 square feet 
of the upper living quarters could accommodate seven to nine people, 
more than the average family size of five or six. And the other one or two 
houses in the family compound would add another dozen or so to the 
“house of the father,” yielding a total of 15 to 20 persons, as estimated 
above. 

We must also remember that while a woman might bear many chil¬ 
dren, mortality rates were so high for infants and small children that prob¬ 
ably no more than three or four would have survived to adolescence. That 
would yield a number of only five or six people for the nuclear family 
(much lower than the eight of earlier estimates). Add the surviving older 
generation, plus married sons and their wives (see above), and you get our 
total of 15 to 20. 

While many houses recently excavated are well preserved (ironically 
best so when they had been suddenly and violently destroyed) and can 
thus be reconstructed in plan, their furnishings are more difficult to de¬ 
scribe. In fact, there probably would have been little of what we would call 
furniture, that is, fixed items such as tables, chairs, beds, cupboards, etc. 
People ate on the ground outdoors in good weather, or otherwise they 
gathered around low tables or on the floor indoors. 

There were no chairs; people sat on portable benches, and mostly on 
the floor. Bedding was stored in the daytime in stacks along the walls, as 
was the meager clothing most people had. They slept huddled together on 
the floor upstairs, warmed by what covers they had, augmented somewhat 
by the warmth generated by the animals stabled below. This was efficient 
in another way. The dung from these animals — collected, mixed with 
straw, and sun-dried in patties — served as the principal fuel for cooking 
in the courtyard hearths and ovens. 

There were also very few tools or utensils. In the typical house there 
were only simple cooking pots and a few common serving bowls or plat- 
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Artist's reconstruction of the Israelite “four-room house” 
Giselle S. Hasel 
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An “extended family” compound; cf. p. 21 
King and Stager 2001, p. 18 


ters out of which people ate mostly by hand. Jars and jugs were used for 
storing and pouring water, milk, or wine. Larger storejars served to store 
liquids or dry foodstuffs. The ceramic repertoire that is now archaeologi- 
cally well attested for the 8th-7th centuries b.c., for instance, is simple and 
illustrates this utilitarian lifestyle. We have bronze or iron knives, but no 
“tableware.” Other than these few utensils, a typical house would have had 
stone grinding implements for milling flour; mortars, pestles, and pound¬ 
ing stones; a few flint blades; some bone tools for sewing, weaving, and 
leather work; and a few crude iron farming tools. If the household pro¬ 
duced its own wine, olive oil, and pottery, as some did in the rural areas, 
these installations would have been on the ground floor or outdoors, and 
they would have had their own simple implements. There were no sanitary 
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Typical 7th cent. b.c. Judean pottery 
Dever 2001, p. 232 


facilities at all, not even “outhouses.” And there was, of course, no running 
water. There was also no heat, except for human and animal warmth and a 
bit from cooking. In the cold and rainy winter months these houses would 
have been very damp and drafty, and people were probably sick much of 
the time. And in summer the houses could be stifling hot, so people often 
slept on the roof. 


25 




DID GOD HAVE A WIFE? 


The multitude of daily tasks that were necessary to keep a large fam¬ 
ily functioning, whether in the village or in town, would have been mostly 
gender-specific, and they would have consumed all the waking hours for 
both sexes, adults and children. The daily schedule can be reconstructed 
reasonably well. People lit their houses, if at all, only with single-wick 
saucer-lamps burning smoky olive oil, so they rose at first light and went to 
bed shortly after dusk. Breakfast would have been a piece of bread, perhaps 
some olives, egg, and yogurt or cheese. Lunch was piecemeal, especially for 
the men in the fields. The evening meal would have been much like break¬ 
fast, but more a family-style meal, perhaps with a couscous-like dish, a sea¬ 
sonal vegetable or fruit, and even a bit of chicken or meat now and then (a 
real luxury). 

It was difficult to process food of any kind, except for making hard 
cheese or drying meat and preserving olives, dates, and the like. So the 
menu depended mainly on what was in season, or what the crops had hap¬ 
pened to yield in a good year. Wheat, barley, and oats were harvested in 
April-May; grapes ripened over the late summer; and figs, pomegranates, 
and olives came in August-September. It has been estimated that the typical 
Israelite farm family had a plot of a few acres; owned up to a dozen sheep 
and goats, a donkey, a cow or two, and a few chickens. In a good year, a fam¬ 
ily could expect to feed themselves, and perhaps even store or trade a bit of 
the surplus. One lean year, however, was a severe hardship; and more than 
one was a disaster. Malnutrition was not uncommon, and there were many 
diseases and aliments caused by an inadequate diet (but no diabetes). 

Arthritis was prevalent, even in teenagers, due to the hardship of 
stoop labor in the fields. Women developed what we know today as carpal 
tunnel syndrome from long hours squatting and grinding grain. Or they 
had calcium deficiencies from prolonging nursing, possibly in the hope of 
avoiding conceiving too many children. Everyone had bad teeth from grit 
in the stone-ground flour. Overall life expectancy was only about 30 years, 
probably less for women. If a woman managed to survive her childbearing 
years, however, she might live to 40 or more. A man of 50 was an “elder,” 
respected for his remarkable longevity and for his (supposed) wisdom 
having attained those years. 

In the predominantly rural areas, men's tasks were principally the 
heavy work in the fields — terracing, plowing, planting, weeding and 
pruning, harvesting, ferrying tools to and from the fields and harvested 
crops back to the village. Fields could be as far away as a mile or two, so the 
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day was long. It was hot and dusty in the summer months. The labor was 
back-breaking, even when plowing with a donkey or an ox. 

Women's work was mainly although not exclusively at home: har¬ 
vesting some things; preserving, preparing, and cooking food (a constant 
task); spinning, weaving, and making all the family's clothes, bedding, and 
floor coverings; making baskets and pottery; caring for both the elders and 
a house full of children; and, as I shall show, tending to the family shrine 
and all of the religious rituals, rites of passage, and so forth. This was de¬ 
manding enough when a woman was young and well, but the family re¬ 
sponsibilities went on in any circumstance. And men did not usually share 
the burdens, even though they had some leisure time during the off¬ 
seasons of the agricultural year. (They were probably in the village 
common-house, talking religion and politics, as they can still be found in 
the mosque or coffeehouse today.) 

Children were expected to put in long hours as well, girls helping 
their mothers, especially hauling water, and boys in the field alongside 
their fathers, or in the more distant pastures herding the flocks (sometimes 
for days at a time). There was little time for play, and children (if they sur¬ 
vived) grew up fast, their sexual awareness quickened by living so closely 
with adults and observing their behavior. Girls were usually betrothed at 13 
or so, and married shortly thereafter. They had little or no education, and 
no real options: they were expected to be wives and mothers (and God 
help them if they were not). Boys may have had some tutoring at home 
(there was no “schooling" except possibly tutoring in a few larger towns), 
but they, too, were expected to follow their father's vocation. In particular, 
they were to be responsible for keeping the family together; maintaining 
family respect and pride; marrying their daughters well; and preserving 
the family heritage. In practice, however, women played a much larger role 
in all this family “maintenance” than usually thought, even though they 
were less visible (see below). 

The above sketch applies to rural and village life; but life was not 
much different in small market towns, especially for women and children. 
In the period of the divided monarchy, there were only a half-dozen or so 
real “cities,” and none of these except perhaps Jerusalem had a population 
of more than 2,000-3,000. Beersheba, the southern border fortress and 
town, may have had 500 people. Lachish, the biggest fortress in Judah, 
could scarcely have had more than 1,000 people. The important market 
town and administrative center of Beth-shemesh was about the same size. 
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In these towns a small middle class did flourish, however — merchants of 
various kinds; artisans and craftspeople; builders; people in a variety of 
professions such as teachers, physicians, civil servants, military personnel; 
and perhaps even some religious officials. 

The existence of such a middle class, attested in biblical texts but 
largely invisible in the archaeological record, raises the question of literacy. 
Would such a class, however small, have been literate enough to produce a 
“Bible,” or even to read one? In the ancient world generally, the populace 
was almost totally illiterate. Even priests and kings could not read and de¬ 
pended on a small cadre of professional scribes to communicate and to 
carry on their affairs. In ancient Israel, our earliest Hebrew inscriptions 
come from the settlement horizon, the i2th-nth centuries b.c. There are 
only a few, but they do include an abecedary (the letters of the alphabet) 
and a schoolboy's chalk exercise tablet reciting a mnemonic poem that 
gives the planting and harvesting seasons (like “Thirty days hath Septem¬ 
ber”). Then there are a handful of fragmentary ioth-9th-century inscribed 
materials. But writing does not become widespread before the 8th century 
b.c., and then the corpus indicates only what I would call “functional liter¬ 
acy.” That is, a number of people could write their names, numbers, and 
the names of a few commodities. But that is a far cry from being truly liter¬ 
ate, able to read literary material such as we have in the books of the He¬ 
brew Bible. It has been estimated that even in the Roman period, no more 
than 5 percent of the population was literate by the above definition. In an¬ 
cient Israel the figure was certainly lower. That has important implications 
for the question I have raised here concerning how early the Hebrew Bible 
could in fact have been written, and whether ordinary people could have 
read it if they had had it. 

(5) The “ larger ” world. Beyond one's own village and district where 
family lived, beyond Jerusalem the capital of which people had at least 
heard, what did ordinary folk know of the larger world? What of Israel's 
neighbors mentioned in the Hebrew Bible — Aramaeans to the north; 
Phoenicians and Philistines along the coast; and in Transjordan 
Ammonites, Moabites, and Edomites? Then there were Assyrians and later 
Babylonians on the distant horizon, who overran Israel in the late 8th cen¬ 
tury b.c. and then Judah in the early 6th century b.c. The first peoples 
mentioned above were other West Semitic peoples — Israel's “first cous¬ 
ins”— with a similar material culture (even the Philistines had been accul- 
turated by the 8th-7th cent, b.c.) 
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Yet it is clear that most ancient Israelites knew these peoples only by 
hearsay, and may even have regarded them as largely fictional. A few ad¬ 
venturers and traders may have ventured abroad, but no one else. Even the 
biblical authors, who deal with these various peoples in writing, had little 
direct contact with them (although what they did know was reasonably ac¬ 
curate). It was not only isolation and the resultant ignorance that insulated 
most Israelites, but probably also the xenophobia encouraged by the bibli¬ 
cal (and popular?) notion that Yahweh had “chosen” Israel alone. The oth¬ 
ers didn't matter. 


Religion and the “Good Life” 

The above portrait of daily life in ancient Israel is brief and ought to be sup¬ 
plemented by reference to King and Stager's splendid recent book Life in 
Biblical Israel (2001; see also Bibliography below). Yet very few biblical 
scholars writing on Israelite religion (Chapter II) have paid any attention to 
the “real-life” context that we archaeologists consider the essentia] context. 
If the sketch of the lives of most people that I have attempted here is even 
close to the reality, it is evident that for most people it was not the orthodox, 
biblical theology promulgated by clerics and reformers that mattered, but 
the “good life” that they hoped to enjoy. And given their rural, agricultural, 
and marginal existence, what was the “good life” for which they longed? 

The biblical ideal — at least that of the prophets, some of whom 
seem to reflect a view close to that of everyday Israelites — is clear. Micah's 
vision of the fulfillment of Israel's destiny in the Day of the Lord expresses 
the hope best: 

“Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, 
to the house of the God of Jacob; 

that he may teach us his ways and we may walk in his paths ” 

For out of Zion shall go forth the law, 

And the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. 

He shall judge between many peoples, 

And shall decide for strong nations afar off; 

And they shall beat their swords into plowshares, 

And their spears into pruning hooks; 

Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 
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Neither shall they learn war anymore; 

But they shall sit every man under his vine 
And under his fig tree, 

And none shall make them afraid; 

For the mouth of the Lord of hosts has spoken. (Micah 4:2-4) 

Amos’s vision of the “good life” in the fullness of time is equally compel¬ 
ling. He is a villager from Tekoa, a “herdsman and dresser of sycamore 
trees” (7:14). 

“Behold, the days are coming,” says the Lord, 

“when the plowman shall overtake the reaper 
and the treader of grapes him who sows the seed; 
the mountains shall drip sweet wine, 
and all the hills shall flow with it. 

I will restore the fortunes of my people Israel, 

And they shall rebuild the ruined cities 
And inhabit them; 

They shall plant vineyards and drink their wine, 

And they shall make gardens and eat their fruit. 

I will plant them upon their land, 

And they shall never again be plucked up 
Out of the land which I have given them,” 

Says the Lord your God. (Amos 9:13-15) 

Here, then, is what might seem in our “materialist” approach to reli¬ 
gion to be an altogether secular view. The “good life” is the simple, every¬ 
day joy of being alive, well, secure, surrounded by one’s family, taking plea¬ 
sure in good things. But the vision of Micah and Amos is also a deeply 
religious one, in which physical and spiritual realities are in harmony. That 
is why Norman Gottwald’s profound observation is worth repeating: 

Only as the full materiality of ancient Israel is more securely grasped will 
we be able to make proper sense of its spirituality (i979:xxv; italics 
Gottwald’s). 

But what does it mean for a people to live “on the edge,” facing a 
never-ending struggle simply to survive? In particular, how does the physi- 
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cal environment shape the cultural and religious environment and thus 
provide the all-important “context” for actual religious practices noted 
above? If religion generally is “ultimate concern” as defined above* noth¬ 
ing in ancient Israel was of more fundamental and urgent concern than 
survival. And religious practices should be expected to reflect that reality 
above all else. The material remains of the cult that I shall survey (Chapter 
V) show that typical practices do. 
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CHAPTER II 


The History of the History: 

In Search of Ancient Israelite Religions 


Throughout more than two thousand years of interpretation of the He¬ 
brew Bible in synagogue and church, scholars, clerics, and laypeople alike 
have assumed that if the Bible is about history at all, its focus is principally 
on the history of ancient Israel's religion . It has seemed obvious that the Bi¬ 
ble's stories — whatever actual events may have prompted them, whatever 
their literary value may be — are meant ultimately to inform us about Is¬ 
rael's journey to faith, and prompt us to ours. Thus it is commonplace to 
regard the Bible as a profoundly, almost exclusively, “religious" book. Yet I 
shall argue presently that the Hebrew Bible is not an adequate source in it¬ 
self for reconstructing a reliable portrait of Israelite religions as they actu¬ 
ally were. 


The ''History of Religions” School 

For the sake of our story, however, let us pursue the assumption that the 
Hebrew Bible might indeed reveal all that we need to know about Israelite 
religion. Certainly most of the architects of modern critical biblical schol¬ 
arship, and not only the ancients, thought so. When it began in the mid- 
late 19th century, modern “higher criticism" (i.e., literary and historical 
criticism of biblical texts, just like secular texts) was thought, of course, to 
be destructive, especially for the faith of modern believers. But it was the 
advent of modern higher criticism in late-i9th-century Europe that ulti¬ 
mately provoked the bitter “Modernist-Fundamentalist" controversy. By 
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the early 20th century, fundamentalism (named after the multi-volume 
The Fundamentals , published in 1909) had split most American Protestant 
denominations. Yet from the beginning the ''modernist” critics did not 
pursue questions of philological analysis, composite authorship ("source 
criticism”), late date, and theological bias out of hostility (like modern 
"deconstructionists”). Rather they hoped that such objective analysis, 
freed from centuries-old dogma, would lead them to the true meaning of 
the biblical texts at last. 

Most of the first critical studies sought to reconstruct Israelite reli¬ 
gion on the basis of new understandings of the biblical texts, such as 
Rudolf Smend's Lehrbuch der alttestamentlichen Religionsgeschichte (1893; 
= Textbook of Old Testament Religious History ); Hugo Gressmann's 
Biblische Theologie desAlten Testament (1905; = Biblical Theology of the Old 
Testament); and Ernst Selim's Alttestamentliche Religion im Rahmen der 
andern altorientalischen (1908; = Old Testament Religion in the Context of 
Other Ancient Near Eastern Religions). 

These and other early works, appearing first in German and later in 
French and English, gave rise to the "history of religions” approach, which 
was sometimes called simply "comparative religion ” The latter was a mis¬ 
nomer, however, since little critical knowledge of other ancient Near East¬ 
ern religions was available at the time. Even the study of ancient Semitic 
languages and cultures was rudimentary, principally because archaeology 
was in its infancy and had recovered little comparable material. Thus what 
resulted from early studies based largely on the biblical texts themselves 
was what I would call "histories of the history of the texts about religions,” 
rather than of religion itself. 


The "Myth and Ritual” School 

An outgrowth of the early textual and theological interest in Israelite reli¬ 
gion soon came to focus more narrowly on religious rituals, or the "cult” 
(by which we shall mean hereafter nothing derogatory, but simply "prac¬ 
tice,” that is, worship in the broad sense). This approach was furthered not 
only by rapidly expanding archaeological discoveries of ancient culture, 
but also and particularly by the fascination of the late-i9th- and 20th- 
century public with new field-studies in ethnography. "Folklore” studies 
around the world seemed to promise some universal insights into the phe- 
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nomenon of religion, especially magical rites and the myth-making sur¬ 
rounding them. 

Already in 1874 the work of the Dutch scholar Abraham Kuenen had 
appeared in English as The Religion of Israel Then there appeared in 1884 a 
major work written in English by William Robertson Smith, Lectures on 
the Religion of the Semites. It was followed shortly by Sir James G. Frazer's 
exotic three-volume work The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Reli¬ 
gion (1890; 1900), as well as his Folk-Lore in the Old Testament: Studies in 
Comparative Religion (1918). British scholars, heavily influenced by what is 
still called “social anthropology" in England, often sought out what were 
called universal seasonal “patterns" in cultic activities supposedly con¬ 
nected with such events as annual “enthronement festivals," as well as 
more sporadic prophetic and magical rituals. Representative works of this 
genre included those of Sidney H. Hooke, Myth and Ritual (1933); The Lab¬ 
yrinth (1933); and the edited volume Myth , Ritual and Kingship (1938). 
Other British “patternists" were Aubrey R. Johnson, in his The Cultic 
Prophet in Ancient Israel (1944); and E. O. James, Myth and Ritual in the 
Ancient Near East (1938). 

The Scandinavian branch of this school tended to be more ex¬ 
treme, positing not only celebrations of “divine kingship" in ancient Is¬ 
rael, but even of the hieros gamos, or “sacred marriage" of the gods. In 
these rites, priests and priestesses, the king and queen, or even “cult 
prostitutes" supposedly acted out the mysterious and magical union of 
divinity and humanity by performing ritual sexual intercourse in the 
sanctuary or even in public worship. Thus was born the pervasive notion 
of ancient Canaanite and Israelite “fertility cults," to which I shall turn 
presently. 

There never was much actual evidence for the more titillating aspects 
of such cults. And today, of course, even the hint of sexual (and sexist) 
overtones in religious practice is politically incorrect. Yet one recalls that 
even circumspect scholars were once fascinated (and at the same time re¬ 
pelled) by the “licentiousness" of Canaanite religion. Thus my own teacher 
G. Ernest Wright, a proper Presbyterian clergyman as well as a leading ar¬ 
chaeologist, wrote in his Biblical Archaeology: 

The sexual emphasis of Canaanite religion was certainly extreme and at 
its worst could only have appealed to the baser aspects of man. Religion 
as commonly practiced in Canaan, then, must have been a rather sordid 
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and degrading business, when judged by our standards, and so, it seems, 
it appeared to religious circles of Israel (1957:13). 

Of course, the key phrase here is “judged by our standards” But standards 
change and improve with better knowledge and insight into ancient cus¬ 
toms. 


Old Testament Theology 

It should not be surprising that a major approach to the study of religion 
in the Hebrew Bible (or, more precisely, the Christian Old Testament) 
should be called “biblical theology” As we have seen, most people thought 
of the Bible all along as a fundamentally theological book. Indeed, the 
school that is still called “biblical theology” emerged as a distinct discipline 
with biblical studies as early as 1787 with a famous inaugural address at 
Altdorf by Johann Philipp Gabler. Since then, hundreds of Old Testament 
theologies have been written, ostensibly dealing with the theological formu¬ 
lations that were thought to constitute Israelite religion (how could “reli¬ 
gion” not be theology?). 

Works of this type up to the present are too numerous even to men¬ 
tion. But despite the continuity of effort, there have been frequent obituar¬ 
ies of the “biblical theology” movement — some mourning its passing, 
others rejoicing. A pivotal work would be Brevard Childs' Biblical Theology 
in Crisis (1970), which predicted the early demise of the movement. But 
note less than a decade later James D. Smart's The Pasty Present , and Future 
of Biblical Theology (1979). One observation seems relevant, however. 
Much of the current concern to “revive” biblical theology comes from con¬ 
servative or evangelical Christian circles, where the authority of Scripture 
is still thought to be at stake. Thus InterVarsity Press's Biblical Theology: 
Retrospect and Prospect (edited by S. J. Hafemann). 

More liberal surveys, such as J. H. Hayes and F. Prussner's volume 
Old Testament Theology: Its History and Development (1985), tend to be ret¬ 
rospective and focus largely on the problems posed by such an approach. 
More sanguine, however, are the works of two of Old Testament scholar¬ 
ship's leading figures, now retired, Walter Brueggemann (1992) and James 
Barr (1999), as well as essays in the most recent handbook edited by 
Ollenburger, Martens, and Hasel (1992), The Flowering of Old Testament 
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Theology: A Reader in Twentieth-Century Old Testament Theology 1930- 
1990. Nevertheless, important recent essays by both Christian and Jewish 
scholars, namely those of John Collins (1990) and Jon Levenson (1993), 
have rejected even the possibility of a historically grounded biblical theol¬ 
ogy. These are devastating critiques, because the dominant Protestant 
scholarship of the movement has always grounded faith in what is called 
Heilsgeschichte (“Salvation history”), that is, in inferences drawn from the 
“mighty acts of God” in history. But what if there is no reliable history, as 
much of contemporary “minimalist” biblical scholarship (below) asserts? 
Does that leave faith without a foundation? To that question I shall return. 
But let us look first at two recent works that seem less anchored in history 
and ought therefore to be less vulnerable to virulent attacks on biblical his¬ 
toricity. 

The limitations, indeed the hazards, of theology for our inquiry into 
ancient Israelite religions may be seen most clearly by looking briefly at 
two recent Old Testament theologies. The first is the 1997 magnum opus of 
Walter Brueggemann, a leading Lutheran scholar and seminary professor. 
His 750-page Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony Dispute, Advocacy 
(1997) is a work of immense erudition, based on a lifetime of productive 
scholarship. It has numerous merits, among them an unusual combina¬ 
tion of the most rigorous critical scholarship, commitment to Christian 
faith, and a passionate, almost pastoral concern for the relevance of the 
Hebrew Bible. It is far from “confessional,” however, and moves resolutely 
in the direction of moderate “revisionism.” For instance, Brueggemann ac¬ 
cepts a post-monarchical date for all the biblical materials. Thus he states 
frankly that “the Old Testament in its final form is a product of and a re¬ 
sponse to the Babylonian exile” (1997:74). He is also willing to live with re¬ 
ligious pluralism, both in ancient Israel and today, with what he describes 
as constant “tension ” 

One of the strengths of Brueggemann's work is his separation of two 
strands of biblical faith: a “core testimony” more aligned with the creation/ 
Zion themes; and a “counter testimony” drawing upon the Mosaic/pro- 
phetic/Job/lament/psalms motifs, with its call to social justice. Finally, 
there is Israel's “unsolicited testimony” Brueggemann even recognizes in¬ 
tuitively that archaeology might produce data to illuminate one of his po¬ 
lar tensions (especially his “unsolicited testimony”— our “folk” circles), 
but with only one passing reference (to me: i997:xvii). 

Brueggemann's acutely modern sensibilities and his desire to make 
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faith relevant beyond intellectual circles might have made use of current 
archaeology, because it could have bolstered his case. But he, like nearly all 
his predecessors in this discipline, is oblivious. And the reasons seem clear 
to me. (1) First, his is an unabashedly Christian apologetic, even to a de¬ 
fense of the term “Old Testament” rather than the more neutral “Hebrew 
Bible.” (2) Second, it may be an intellectual triumph, but for all the au¬ 
thor’s pleading for “faith in action” in the contemporary situation, this 
seems to me another “disembodied” treatment of religion. Brueggemann 
almost never deals with the practice of religions, ancient or modern, at 
least that of most peoples. 

Thus despite his immense and sincere effort, I come away from read¬ 
ing Brueggemann’s book with sadness. I cannot escape the conclusion that 
it entirely misses the point of our inquiry into ancient Israelite religion. Per¬ 
haps Brueggemann would respond that of course it does: ancient Israelite 
religion is the forerunner of Judaism. But most Christians have tradition¬ 
ally believed, rightly or wrongly, that it all began back there for them as well. 
Perhaps the real problem here is defining “biblical religion” largely theoreti¬ 
cally , in terms of its ideas rather than of the typical practices of its adher¬ 
ents. This is, after all, an academic book like most, written for other aca¬ 
demics. I can only protest “but that’s not the way it was in ancient Israel.” 

A brief look at another work may also be instructive, Erhard S. 
Gerstenberger’s Theologies in the Old Testament (2002). Gerstenberger, a 
German Lutheran and Marburg University professor emeritus, exhibits an 
even warmer pastoral concern than Brueggemann. He identifies himself 
specifically with the causes of women, minorities everywhere, Third World 
Christians, and other disenfranchised groups. The title in the plural is de¬ 
liberate, for as Gerstenberger declares, “The Old Testament, a collection of 
many testimonies of faith from around a thousand years of the history of 
ancient Israel, has no theology, nor can it” (2002). But he regards the frank 
acknowledgment of the pluralism of the Hebrew Bible (my term) not as a 
disaster, but rather as a liberating force: “It frees us for the honest, relaxed 
assessment of the theological achievements of spiritual forebears that they 
deserve” (2001:1). 

Much of Gerstenberger’s survey focuses admirably on family, clan, 
tribe; on villages and small towns; and on common social structure. All 
this is the context of our Israelite folk religion. But under “sources” for the 
monarchy, for instance, Gerstenberger cites me and another archaeologist 
or two only in a footnote, then simply moves on. He makes only minimum 


37 



DID GOD HAVE A WIFE? 


use of the actual archaeological data. He does note somewhat wistfully that 
scholars have found it “difficult to take seriously the lesser literature which 
in fact comes 'from ordinary people'” (2001:67). By lesser literature he 
means non-biblical texts. But it is archaeology that provides the real “mi¬ 
nority readings” of ordinary people, in material culture remains, as I ar¬ 
gued at the close of Chapter I. It is a pity that Gerstenberger did not grasp 
the potential there, for he himself writes powerfully for many ordinary, 
confused people today. This is not just another academic (meaning all too 
often “unreal, irrelevant”) study of religion. It, too, is a work of Christian 
apologetics and uses Israel's popular beliefs largely as grist for a Christian 
mill. 

In any case, even before the currently fashionable skepticism, “bibli¬ 
cal archaeology” had been plagued by problems endemic to all theological 
approaches to Israelite religion. Although once an advocate of the revival 
of “biblical theology” (I wrote an M.A. thesis on the subject in the 1950s), I 
would argue that from the very beginning the movement has been charac¬ 
terized by inherent weaknesses. It has been: 

Clerically dominated 

Androcentric 

Establishment-oriented 

Focused on unrealistic concepts of “the unity of the Bible” and “nor¬ 
mative religion” 

Static, denying evolutionary developments 

Didactic and governed by Christian apologetics 

Lacking sound historical foundations 

Obsessed with verbal formulations, and largely insensitive to sym¬ 
bolic representations 

Oblivious to revolutionary archaeological data 

Increasingly irrelevant in the modern “secular” world 

So what do I really think of “biblical theology”? I have concluded, al¬ 
beit somewhat reluctantly, that it is useless in the attempt to reconstruct a 
reliable portrait of ancient Israelite religion. Indeed, it is a barrier to un¬ 
derstanding, because it imposes medieval and modern constructs of syna¬ 
gogue and church, often arbitrary, upon ancient Israel. Thus it obscures 
the variety and vitality of Israel's religious experience, at least the experi¬ 
ence of most people. In my opinion, theology may be a legitimate task of 
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the modern exegete, but it must be kept strictly separate from the task of 
the historian. It is not the historian's job to produce data to justify any par¬ 
ticular theological system. 

In short, as an archaeologist, I am asking: “What happened in his¬ 
tory?" And as a historian, I may speculate on the question: “What did these 
events mean then ?" But to theologians and philosophers of religion, I leave 
the question: “What do these supposed events mean now"? (Here I follow 
Krister Stendahl's classic 1962 essay on “Biblical Theology") On matters of 
faith I do have a personal opinion, as will be seen. But my judgment on 
such matters lies outside my area of professional expertise and carries no 
weight beyond my own peculiar experience (some would say very pecu¬ 
liar). 


Sociological Approaches 

I have already discussed several early schools of biblical studies that were 
influenced to some degree by what we would now call anthropology — 
particularly folklore and comparative analyses, which focused on “societ¬ 
ies." Implicit in this approach was the notion that Israelite religion is best 
understood in the larger context of Israelite society as a whole, not simply 
the small, elite groups — the literati — that eventually produced the He¬ 
brew Bible as we have it. This approach had already shown promise, be¬ 
cause it began to deal with religion not just as a theological ideal, but as a 
functioning reality ; with a “real-life" context (of which I shall say much 
more later). 

There were some notable early works reflecting what came to be 
called simply the “sociological school," such as Max Weber's classic The 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1930; translated from the Ger¬ 
man original of 1904-1905), and Ancient Judaism (1952), which sought to 
derive modern religious and socio-cultural norms from the worldview of 
ancient Israel. Later, the distinguished Jewish historian Salo Baron pro¬ 
duced a three-volume work entitled A Social and Religious History of the 
Jews (1937), which began with the biblical period, and in which the cou¬ 
pling of the two key terms is significant. But mainstream biblical scholars, 
conservative as always, were not much influenced by these broader socio¬ 
logical treatments until the 1960s. Since then, however, a self-conscious 
“sociological school" has burgeoned. It has become perhaps the single 
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most significant influence in contemporary biblical studies, and even in 
archaeology. 

A recent convenient introduction to the sociological school will be 
found in a collection of essays edited by Charles Carter and Carol Meyers, 
entitled Community ,; Identity and Ideology: Social Science Approaches to the 
Hebrew Bible (1996). For their part, Syro-Palestinian and biblical archaeol¬ 
ogists have not yet produced an explicit theoretical statement advocating a 
social science approach. One of the most recent handbooks, however, is 
entitled, significantly, The Archaeology of Society in the Holy Land (Levy 
1995 )- 

The point of departure for the study of Israelite religion sociologi¬ 
cally came in 1979 with the publication of a Berkeley professor, Norman K. 
Gottwald, entitled The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of the Religion of Lib¬ 
erated Israel ca. 1230-1030 b.c.e. Note the key terms: “religion”; “liberated”; 
“sociology” I cannot possibly do justice here to Gottwald's bold, contro¬ 
versial programmatic statement, which many now regard as one of the 
most seminal works of 20th-century American biblical scholarship. The 
irony is that it was first hailed as revolutionary; then subjected to withering 
criticism (partly because of its anthropological jargon and Marxist orien¬ 
tation); and before long overlooked. The fact is that had Gottwald had the 
advantage of the archaeological data that we now possess, his prescient 
model of “indigenous origins” for early Israel could easily have been docu¬ 
mented, as I have shown in my Who Were the Early Israelites and Where 
Did They Come From? (2003). And his stress on ideology (including reli¬ 
gion) as a “prime mover” in cultural change is in keeping with the latest 
and best trends in anthropology and archaeology today, which are moving 
away from excessively materialistic and determinist explanations (as we 
discussed them above). 


A Revival of Interest in Israelite Religion 

Despite the works cited above, it is true, as I have observed several times 
since the mid-1990s, that the specific topic of Israelite religion, especially 
cultic practice and folk religion, has been relatively neglected until recently 
(Dever 1995; 2002). Theology has been central throughout the history of 
modern biblical scholarship, but “religion” in the wider sense that I define 
it here has been curiously neglected. The reasons for that neglect, however, 
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are not as inexplicable as they may seem, as I shall show (Chapter III). 
Meanwhile, a perusal of the literature, both in English and in other lan¬ 
guages, indicates that fewer than ten general, full-scale works on Israelite 
religion or its major aspects were published in the 1980s; some 30 in the 
1990s; and already in this century more than a dozen (five in 2001 alone). 

Obviously I cannot offer an adequate critique of the thirty or more 
books on our topic published in the last decade or so (but see Dever 1995 
for the period up to that time; and also the Bibliography here). Nor could I 
even categorize them in terms of any specific “school,” new or old. These 
works represent, in fact, an eclectic approach, although one that is com- 
mendably less confessional (i.e., less clerically and theologically oriented), 
less narrowly philological, than works of a previous generation. My cri¬ 
tique here will confine itself largely to the use of archaeology in recent 
works, a source of information that I regard as crucial, yet still largely un¬ 
appreciated. I characterize each work briefly only here, since I go into con¬ 
siderable detail on points of disagreement in Chapter V, in the course of 
presenting the archaeological evidence that is missing. 

(1) General works on Israelite religion. The most important, and most 
typical, recent books are those of Rainer Albertz (1994); Susan Niditch 
(1997); John Day (2000); Judith M. Hadley (2000); Patrick D. Miller 
(2000); Beth Alpert Nakhai (2001); Mark S. Smith (2001; 2002a); and 
Ziony Zevit (2001). 

Albertz, a Protestant scholar, churchman, and Professor of Biblical 
Exegesis and Biblical Theology at the University of Siegen in Germany, had 
written a two-volume work on Israelite religion in 1992, now translated 
into English (1994). I reviewed the first volume enthusiastically because it 
was one of the first to make considerable, and generally competent, use of 
the pertinent archaeological data. Albertz also gave attention to folk reli¬ 
gion (his “family religion”), heretofore neglected, especially by scholars of 
Albertz's basically theological orientation. (He had addressed this topic 
even earlier, in 1978 in a German work on “religious pluralism” and “per¬ 
sonal piety”) Finally, Albertz recognizes the debt owed by Israelite religion 
to Canaanite religion. He states that “to describe 'Canaanite religion' 
sweepingly as a 'fertility religion' when we know so little of its details is 
largely a caricature created by Protestant prudery” (1994:87; more on “fer¬ 
tility cults” in Chapters VI, VII). At the time, his work on Israelite religion 
was unique in beginning to take the archaeological data seriously. The ne¬ 
glect of others would be eventually remedied, but not immediately. 
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The next synthesis to appear was Ancient Israelite Religion (1997) by 
Susan Niditch of Amherst College. While of interest because this was, as¬ 
tonishingly, the first book-length work on the subject by a woman scholar 
(in 2,500 years), Niditch's book is a disappointment. It is brief (123 pages); 
reads mostly like an undergraduate syllabus; and despite noting some ar¬ 
chaeological discoveries and extra-biblical texts and giving a few references 
(1997:14-25; Bibliography) seems oblivious to the potentially revolutionary 
nature of the current archaeological data. One of the strengths of Niditchs 
work, however, is that it pays attention to the larger social setting, includ¬ 
ing the role of women, in the religious beliefs and practices of ancient Is¬ 
rael. Here she was already able to use preliminary works of the few other 
women scholars writing then, such as Phyllis Bird (1987) and Carol Meyers 
(1988). I have also cited these pioneering scholars approvingly (1995), later 
adding subsequent works by them (Bird 1991; Meyers 1991a; 1991b). And I 
shall devote more space below to the issues of gender and the “religion of 
hearth and home” that these women scholars have rightly raised (Chapters 
VII, IX). 

John Day of Oxford University, who wrote a seminal article on the 
female deity Asherah in 1986, produced a full-scale work in 2000 entitled 
Yahweh and the Gods and Goddesses of Canaan. This went well beyond a 
study of various deities; and “Canaan” referred more to the world of an¬ 
cient Israel than that of Canaan in the Bronze Age. Among the strengths of 
Day's book are his exhaustive discussion of various “Israelite” deities and 
his frank recognition that “absolute monotheism was first given explicit 
expression by the prophet Deutero-Isaiah in the exile and became fully op¬ 
erative in the post-exilic period” (2000:228). Yet Day does not even cite any 
of the major archaeological handbooks available to him: Weippert (1988); 
Mazar (1990); Ben-Tor (1992); and Levy (1995). He discusses briefly 
Mazar's “Bull Site”; the Taanach cult stand; a few of the Kuntillet \Ajrud 
drawings on storejars; and the Judean terra cotta female figurines (all 
treated extensively in Chapter V below). But this is only the tip of the ice¬ 
berg archaeologically. Furthermore, throughout this work Day declines to 
define religion in terms of practice, and especially the practices that I shall 
treat under the rubric of folk religion — surely the most common expres¬ 
sion of Yahwism in ancient Israel, if numbers mean anything. In short, 
while an excellent discussion of the “theology of the pantheon” as it may 
have operated in elite intellectual circles, this book scarcely seems con¬ 
cerned with the actual realities of religious life and experience for most 
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folk in ancient Israel. I shall contend that only archaeology , not canonical 
texts, can reveal that reality. 

Judith Hadley, an American student of John Emerton at Cambridge, 
published her 1989 doctoral dissertation in 2000 as The Cult of Asherah in 
Ancient Israel and Judah: Evidence for a Hebrew Goddess . I hope I will be for¬ 
given for observing that although Hadley does not cite me under “previous 
research,” I anticipated her conclusion that the old Canaanite goddess 
Asherah functioned in the cult of ancient Israel, possibly as Yahweh's con¬ 
sort, as early as 1983 (see Dever 1983; 1984; 1987; 1990; 1999). My identifica¬ 
tion of an actual “cult of Asherah” in the early 1980s was based on my dis¬ 
covery in 1968 of the Kh. el-Qom tomb inscription mentioning “Asherah,” 
to which Hadley devotes an entire chapter (on Asherah, see Chapters VI, 
VII). The other archaeological data that Hadley deals with — cult stands, 
figurines, and the like — had all been discussed by me and others previ¬ 
ously. Thus, while Hadley s collection of archaeological material is well doc¬ 
umented and certainly useful, I find very little that is original here. In par¬ 
ticular, she fails to show how any of the archaeological artifacts (or texts) 
illuminate “folk religion” — the actual religious practices — or address the 
ultimate concern of most ancient Israelites. Again, despite a welcome lack 
of a theological agenda and an awareness of the potential of material cul¬ 
ture remains for illuminating the cult and a number of illustrations, this is 
another “disembodied” portrait of Israelite religion. 

Patrick D. Miller, a student of Frank M. Cross at Harvard, Presbyte¬ 
rian churchman, and long-time seminary professor, devoted a distin¬ 
guished career to studying Israelite religion. His magnum opus published 
in 2000 is entitled simply The Religion of Ancient Israel. It is perhaps the 
most expert, sophisticated, and balanced discussion yet of the biblical texts 
in the context of their ancient Near Eastern environment. Yet it is little 
more than a study of these texts. Of the basic archaeological handbooks 
noted above, only Weippert (1988) is listed in the Bibliography. The Kh. el 
Qom and Kuntillet 'Ajrud inscriptions (Chapter V) are discussed in some 
detail, and even illustrated, as are the Ta'anach stand and the female figu¬ 
rines. But scarcely any other archaeological data are adduced. Throughout, 
the almost exclusive focus is on ideas — the characteristic theological 
propositions of the Hebrew Bible — even though Miller acknowledges 
that the texts are mostly late and highly formulaic. Only in his discussion 
of local and family cults, and especially of the long-neglected role of 
women (2000:29-40; 201-206), does Miller “come down to earth.” And 
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even here, he is reluctant to acknowledge any role of Asherah as a deity, 
“patroness of mothers,” despite the overwhelming archaeological evidence 
(below). He can only conclude: 

The goddess was not present.... Either the feminine deity was implicitly 
absorbed in Yahweh from the beginning along with all other divine 
powers and so had no independent existence or character, or the radical 
integration of divine powers in the male deity effectively excluded the 
goddess(es) (2000:30). 

For Miller, as for so many others, the Hebrew term “asherah” denotes sim¬ 
ply a tree-like symbol, a “mediating entity” associated in some vague way 
with Yahweh, not the well-known Canaanite goddess Asherah (see further 
Chapters VI, VII). Consequently, I find Miller's comprehensive and ex¬ 
haustively documented study — probably the best of the text-based works 
— disappointing, in the end quite conventional. It would be good if it were 
the last work of its kind, because it seems to me that it says all that can be 
said as far as the biblical texts are concerned. (But that is, of course, high 
praise.) 

Mark S. Smith of New York University published one of the first sys¬ 
tematic discussions of Israelite deities in his book with the intriguing title 
The Early History of God: Yahweh and the Other Deities in Ancient Israel 
(1990). Especially in the revised edition (2002a), this book is a masterly, 
thoroughly documented study of the various deities of Israelite theology 
and cult — literally all you ever wanted to know about the subject. The 
Preface to the second edition is the best update summary of the subject 
available, and it also sets forth what ought to be henceforth some of the 
main lines of research. Finally, compared to the first edition (1990), there is 
now much more use of archaeological material. Nevertheless, despite his 
critique of the inadequacies of many other scholars and his acknowledg¬ 
ment that “synthetic archaeological research has reached a new level of so¬ 
phistication” (2002a:xvii), I regret to say that I find Smith's work is not in¬ 
formed by any archaeological data that would change his almost 
exclusively text-based approach in any essential way. Thus he says of the 
crucial question of understanding the term “A/asherah” that despite the 
new evidence since 1990 he is still not inclined to accept the likelihood that 
it names a goddess. He rejects the observation of some critics that his in¬ 
terpretation is “psychologically unprepared to deal with the opposite out- 
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look/' countering tentatively with the claim that the u Zeitgeist (world view) 
of our age psychologically preconditions advocates to desire a goddess in 
ancient Israel” (2002a:xxiv). He states: 

In conclusion, I am not opposed in theory to the possibility that 
Asherah was an Israelite goddess during the monarchy. My chief objec¬ 
tion to this view is that it has not been demonstrated, given the plausi¬ 
bility of alternative views (2002a:xxvi). 

It is precisely my intent here to demonstrate that a cult of Asherah did 
flourish in ancient Israel. 

My critique is even more a propos of Smith's related work The Ori¬ 
gins of Biblical Monotheism: Israel's Polytheistic Background and the 
Ugaritic Texts (2001). Here Smith does make a definitive case for the preva¬ 
lence of polytheism until very late in the development of Israelite religion, 
based on his expert command of the preceding Ugaritic (“Canaanite”) 
mythological and other Late Bronze Age texts. But once again, the vast ar¬ 
chaeological data and literature are largely invisible. Thus we have an ide¬ 
alistic rather than a realistic portrait of ancient Israelite religion, although 
one that is closer to the real-life situation than previous ones (see further 
Chapter VIII). 

Another synthetic work published on our topic is Beth Alpert 
Nakhai's Archaeology and the Religions of Canaan and Israel (2001). Here I 
find it difficult to be objective, since this is a revised version of her 1994 Ar¬ 
izona doctoral dissertation done under my supervision. Readers will not 
be surprised to find that this work accords to archaeology primacy of 
place. Much of the archaeological data that I shall treat here is cited and 
summarized by Nakhai. She also begins, as I do, with a summary and cri¬ 
tique of previous research, as well as an effort at a theoretical working defi¬ 
nition of “religion.” However, this is largely a compilation of pertinent data 
and their possible correlation with many biblical texts, rather than a full- 
scale reconstruction of Israelite popular beliefs and practices, as I shall un¬ 
dertake here. Nevertheless, one hopes that Nakhai's book will draw atten¬ 
tion to the rich but overlooked data that are now available. 

The last work to be considered in this genre is Ziony Zevifis magiste¬ 
rial 821-page work The Religions of Ancient Israel: A Synthesis of Parallactic 
Approaches (2001). Zevit, a professor at the Reconstructionist University of 
Judaism in Los Angeles, had worked on this massive project for 15 years (as 
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I know from collaborating with him from time to time). In a dust jacket 
review, I described Zevifis work as “the most ambitious, the most sophisti¬ 
cated, the most important study of ancient Israelite religion ever under¬ 
taken” Such high praise is due, of course, to Zevifis extensive use of archae¬ 
ological evidence, often based on first-hand re-examination and treated 
with an expertise that I have not seen in any other non-specialist. Certainly 
no other current biblicist can match Zevit’s command of a broad range of 
archaeological data, which he, like me, takes as a “primary source” along 
with texts (thus the term “parallactic” as well as “religions” in the plural). 
In addition, where other commentators virtually ignore the vast literature 
on the “philosophy of religion” and the most appropriate investigative 
methods, Zevit devotes the first 80 pages of his book to these topics. That 
alone makes this work unique; and one can only hope that such an ap¬ 
proach will “mainstream” the study of Israelite religion (for the first time 
in its long history). 

Zevits own method rejects the skeptical and minimalist approaches 
of many European “revisionist” biblical scholars, whose “deconstruction” 
of the texts — their only accessible data — leaves them historians without 
any history (as shown in Dever 2001). While freely acknowledging that no 
historian can be entirely objective, Zevit is nevertheless something of a 
“positivist.” He prefers “an ill-defined modernism” to the postmodern par¬ 
adigm now in vogue in many circles, somewhat akin to my “functionalist” 
approach here. As he puts it: 

Israelite religion is most approachable through its manifestations in 

physical evidence discovered in archaeological excavations that have un¬ 
covered cultic artifacts and structure (2001:79). 

That is so similar to my approach that readers may suspect collusion. Yet 
Zevit is an observant Jew, and I am a former Christian now turned secular 
humanist. (See further below in Chapter III why “ideology” is not every¬ 
thing, as postmodernists claim.) For all his optimism, however, Zevit con¬ 
cedes that weaving together the various strands of the texts and artifacts may 
produce a tapestry that contains only “a fuzzy portrait of Israelite religions 
that differs from the clear portraits usually presupposed” (2001:80). “Fuzzy”? 
Perhaps; but somewhat more in focus than previously, I shall argue. 

(2) Works on Israelite “Folk Religion .” In Chapter I, I sought to distin¬ 
guish folk religion — the beliefs and practices of ordinary people, clearly 
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the majority in ancient Israel — from what has been called “official” reli¬ 
gion, but it is now better termed “Book religion” (van der Toorn 1997; see 
further Chapter IV). It would seem obvious that biblical scholars would 
have paid attention to this expression of religion, widespread as it was. But 
such religion is best revealed by the archaeological evidence, and as we 
have seen, biblical scholars by and large have ignored such data. Neverthe¬ 
less, a few works in the past decade have emphasized folk religion, so let us 
review them briefly. 

The first explicit work on folk religion is that of Susan Ackerman of 
Dartmouth College, another student of Frank Cross, entitled Under Every 
Green Tree: Popular Religion in Sixth-Century Judah (1992). Ackerman be¬ 
gins by noting that the elitist biblical establishment has typically dismissed 
“popular religion” as the religion of the ignorant, superstitious masses, 
and thus unworthy of serious consideration. It is not the religion of the ca¬ 
nonical texts. She goes on to say: 

Popular religion is in this sense about losers. But ironically, perhaps 
these losers probably held the majority and represented the mainstream 
in their day. A description of Israelite popular religion is thus an essen¬ 
tial component in any treatment of Israelite religion as a whole. Indeed, 
broadly speaking the program that is called for here is a rewriting of the 
history of the religion of Israel so as to take popular religion fairly into 
account (1992:2). 

As for defining popular religion, Ackerman says that, in effect, it is every¬ 
thing that those who wrote the Bible condemned. 


It is not the religion of the Deuteronomistic school, the priests, or the 
prophets, the three groups from whom the majority of our biblical texts 
have come and the three groups who are the most influential in defining 
what biblical religion is (1992:1). 

I couldn't have said it better myself. And the program that Ackerman 
called for in 1992 is precisely what I shall undertake here, because the cru¬ 
cial data are archaeological, and no other archaeologist has attempted the 
task. Indeed, most archaeologists have studiously avoided the subject, for 
reasons that we may explore later. I shall return to the specifics of 
Ackerman's treatment of both the textual and the archaeological evidence 
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for a “Mother Goddess” later in discussing Asherah in Chapters VI and 
VII. 

Shortly after Ackerman's highlighting of folk religion came the 
Dutch scholar Karel van der Toorn's From Her Cradle to Her Grave: The 
Role of Religion in the Life of the Israelite and Babylonian Woman (1994). 
This slender volume is a remarkably sensitive portrayal of the unique con¬ 
cerns of women in religious life. It is, in fact, a work that pioneers feminist 
scholarship in a sound way, based on a “disinterested” consideration of the 
facts that we now know. Van der Toorn states his objective as treating the 
subject of “the average woman ... the ordinary, the common” (1994:14). 
He intends to “inquire after folk piety — because that is where we must lo¬ 
cate the religious experience of the average woman [even if] we run up 
against many lacunae” (1994:15). Such religion, which he believes much 
more conservative, van der Toorn opposes to “state religion” that may be 
characterized by more intellectual evolution. Throughout his inquiry, in 
fact, van der Toorn eschews a theological approach, especially modern con¬ 
structs forced back upon the ancient texts. As he says, “the experienced re¬ 
ality must be the deciding factor” (1994:17). He is concerned, precisely as I 
am here, with “what happened in the past, not with what perhaps should 
have happened” (1994:16). As for defining “religion” in practice, he is will¬ 
ing to concede that “much of it was not purely religious but magical” 
(1994:16). 

One of van der Toorn's most perceptive observations about the reli¬ 
gious lives of women in antiquity is as follows: 

The most commonplace things get lost most easily. Moreover, it is possi¬ 
ble that certain religious activities were carried out without words fol¬ 
lowing an unwritten ritual. They have left behind no traces in our texts 
(i.e., biblical texts; 1994:144). 

As I would put it, women were, in the words of the distinguished ethnog¬ 
rapher Clifford Geertz, “the people without a history” — that is, without a 
written account that survives. Women have not left us their Bible. They, to¬ 
gether with other disenfranchised and marginalized groups in ancient Is¬ 
rael, have become “invisible”— except in the archaeological record, where 
there has been no one to edit them out. The artifacts are van der Toorn's 
“things that get lost.” But I shall show that they have been found again. 
And they help to allow ordinary folk to speak to us of what it was really like 
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in ages gone by. Unfortunately, despite this precocious work on folk reli¬ 
gion, van der Toorn adduces almost none of the rich archaeological data 
that we now possess, not even the ubiquitous Asherah or “Mother God¬ 
dess” figurines that must have spoken powerfully to women and their con¬ 
cerns as guardians of hearth and home (see Chapters V, VI). 

In 1997, however, van der Toorn edited a splendid volume entitled 
The Image and the Book: Iconic Cults , Aniconism, and the Rise of Book Re¬ 
ligion in Israel and the Near East Here there are several provocative chap¬ 
ters on Israelite iconism, or the use of images to represent the deity, 
which most previous scholars argued never existed because the Second 
Commandment strictly forbade them (Ex. 20:4; the Bible must be right, 
mustn’t it?). The chapters on iconism — the major theme of the symbol¬ 
ism that produced the volume — are virtually the first studies ever to 
take seriously the possibility that despite the biblical injunction, many 
Israelites did make images, not only of Yahweh but of other deities. The 
biblical massebot or standing-stones can even be considered “images,” al¬ 
though they do not actually model anthropomorphic features. But the 
difficulty of assessing the ambiguous evidence led most commentators 
to suggest something like a de facto aniconism,” the theoretical prohibi¬ 
tion of images, or “empty-space aniconism,” the very absence of images 
as a kind of symbolic-only representation. Uehlinger, however, of the 
“Freibourg school” discussed below, saw real iconism in ancient Israel 
throughout the monarchy and adduced considerable archaeological evi¬ 
dence of figurines in particular. (I have responded to these authors in a 
forthcoming paper entitled “Did God Have a Face?” and I will return to 
the subject below.) 

Several chapters also explore aspects of Israelite polytheism, by now 
tacitly acknowledged by many biblical scholars. The most stimulating 
chapter is by van der Toorn himself, “The Iconic Book: Analogies between 
the Babylonian Cult of Images and the Veneration of the Torah.” Van der 
Toorn posits a contrast between “book religion” and “ritual religion” or 
folk religion. He argues that “many things can assume the functions of an 
icon” (1997:229). Therefore, he suggests that the Torah, or Pentateuch, be¬ 
came itself an “icon” — the Book of “the religion of the book” He then 
shows that just as in ancient Babylonia, in Israel “the cult of images had 
long been the rule” (1997:239). Only during the Josianic reforms in the late 
7th century b.c. and the exile in the 6th century b.c. did images pose a 
problem. By then the Book — the canonical Hebrew Bible now taking 
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shape — had become the effective “image” A Book had been substituted 
for traditional symbols of Yahweh; the Deuteronomistic historians ex¬ 
changed the “Statue for the Scroll” (1997:247). Van der Toorn’s analysis is 
brilliant and breathtaking. But why did it take biblical scholars so long to 
see the reality of cult images? I think it was because they were blinded by 
the propaganda of the biblical texts, and also did not consider seriously the 
tangible remains of archaeology that might have supplied a corrective lens. 

At about the same time that van der Toorn was drawing attention to 
folk religion, a young American scholar, Jacques Berlinerblau, trained both 
in biblical studies and in sociology, was also turning to the subject. An 
early article in 1993 was soon followed up by The Vow and the “Popular Re¬ 
ligious Groups ” of Ancient Israel: A Philological and Sociological Inquiry 
(1996). Here again “folk” religion — especially as enshrined in women’s pi¬ 
ous activities in vows and prayers — is contrasted with the “official” reli¬ 
gion portrayed in the texts. Berlinerblau begins appropriately with a quote 
from the social historian E. J. Hobsbawm in History from Below: Some Re¬ 
flections (1988) about “grassroots history” and how the historian finds out 
about this only by asking the appropriate questions. And Berlinerblau, like 
me, believes that we have been asking the wrong questions about Israelite 
religions, or at least unproductive ones. He attributes the neglect of the es¬ 
sential component of folk religion to the contempt in which so many 
scholars (elitists, of course) have held it. Berlinerblau notes some all-too- 
typical epithets in the scant previous literature. Popular religion has been 
dismissed as “vulgar”; “hopelessly irrational”; “naive”; “primitive”; “pre- 
logical”; “infantile”; “socially retrograde”; and even “idiotic” (1996:18). No 
wonder that the importance of this phenomenon has escaped us; under¬ 
standing requires empathy, as 1 argued in Chapter I. 

Berlinerblau proposes to redress the balance by defining a focus on 
“popular religion.” But he, like previous scholars, finds that very difficult. 
Part of the lack of consensus he attributes to the fact that “the chrysalis of 
'popular religion’studies coincides with the emergence of the postmodern 
movement in research universities” (1996:19, 20). That movement, how¬ 
ever, as I have argued in detail elsewhere (Dever 2001), has been largely 
detrimental to properly historical studies because of its extreme skepti¬ 
cism toward all “metanarratives,” including of course the great 
metanarrative of the Western cultural tradition, the Bible. Thus I am un¬ 
persuaded by Berlinerblau’s linking of the two generally. Yet if he means 
only to draw attention to postmodernism’s insistence on “the neglected, 
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the forgotten, the repressed, the marginal, the excluded, the silenced, the 
dispersed” (following Rosenau's Post-Modernism and the Social Sciences , 
1992:8) then, although an old-fashioned modernist, I am in enthusiastic 
agreement. 

Finally, Berlinerblaus “new methodology” focuses not on the direct 
or “explicit” approach through texts, because these almost always deliber¬ 
ately or inadvertently distort the reality. Berlinerblau’s preferred “implicit” 
method uses the biblical and other texts, but mostly by reading between 
the lines so as to discern hidden realities, of which the biblical writers were 
consciously aware (a typical postmodern and “deconstructionist” way of 
reading texts). I myself had suggested something similar (1994b). The real 
popular religions of ancient Israel consisted precisely of what the biblical 
writers condemned , that is, of what they were aware of and disapproved of, 
but could not try to prohibit without mentioning (as also Ackerman). 
Thus they tacitly acknowledged not only the existence of “pagan practices,” 
but their popularity. This was, as Berlinerblau puts it, “information the li¬ 
terati never meant to tell us, but inadvertently told us anyway” (1996:44). 

Nevertheless, despite his welcome redirection of the inquiry on non- 
traditional sources, Berlinerblau never mentions archaeology as a source. 
One of the reasons is that his investigation focuses narrowly on “vows,” 
which are admittedly difficult to recognize in material culture remains 
alone, apart from “votives” (the interpretation of which Berlinerblau is 
very skeptical). In any case, he missesa great opportunity by almost totally 
ignoring the rich archaeological evidence that I shall present here in Chap¬ 
ters IV, VI. 

The most recent work, although it does not deal so explicitly with 
folk religion, is a series of essays by Dutch scholars on the faculty of theol¬ 
ogy at Utrecht University, edited by Bob Becking and others, entitled Only 
One God? Monotheism in Ancient Israel and the Veneration of the Goddess 
Asherah (2001). I shall treat some of the individual essays in this volume 
below in presenting my own reconstruction of the cult of Asherah (Chap¬ 
ter VI). But here I do want to applaud this belated recognition by main¬ 
stream biblical scholars that there was such a cult, and in particular to 
commend Karel J. H. Vriezen's illustrated chapter summarizing a good 
deal of the archaeological evidence. 

(3) Art historical and symbolic approaches. I have mentioned 
Vriezen’s use of illustrations above largely because they are conspicuously 
absent in many other studies of Israelite religion (many major works do 
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not have a single illustration). To an archaeologist, that is incomprehensi¬ 
ble. But it reflects once again the preoccupation of philologically trained 
biblical scholars with words rather than things —with theological formu¬ 
lations rather than the symbols that for most people represented the real¬ 
ity of religious beliefs and practices. A picture really is “worth a thousand 
words/' 

A refreshing exception to the myopia of most biblical scholars is seen 
particularly in several works of Othmar Keel and his colleagues of the 
“Freibourg" school in Switzerland since the 1970s. This school has used art 
history to document ancient Near Eastern iconography — how the gods 
and their veneration are depicted in representative art — in order to place 
ancient Israelite religion in its larger context. The fundamental concept 
here is that of “symbol." 

A symbol is simply something chosen to represent and typify a larger 
reality; usually it is an object or a pictorial image. A symbol may also be, of 
course, verbal (as with van der Toorn's “Book" above). But in the sense I 
shall use the word here, it denotes a tangible object or image that is 
thought to give access to some invisible, abstract reality — a deity or dei¬ 
ties — and enable the individual to appropriate its meaning and power. 
Focusing on the outer symbol, as an archaeologist working with material 
culture or physical remains is accustomed to do, does not deny the pri¬ 
macy of what the symbol “points to," for without that reality the symbol 
would be meaningless. Likewise, biblical scholars who typically dismiss 
objects like figurines as “mere symbols" miss the point. Theologians, if 
they presume to contribute anything to liturgy, should be more sensitive to 
the need for symbols. Yet in my experience, those who deal with ancient Is¬ 
raelite religion are often not even aware of the power of symbols. This is 
especially true of Protestants, who characteristically emphasize the “word" 
over the “sacraments." And, not coincidentally, most of the writers on our 
subject have been Protestants. 

The Freibourg school's employment of art history has drawn the in¬ 
terest of very few biblical scholars until very recently. This is probably be¬ 
cause of the rather narrow philological and theological training of most 
biblicists (as well as possibly the biases mentioned above). For archaeolo¬ 
gists, however, art history has been a congenial and indeed necessary sub¬ 
discipline from the beginning, and I have chided biblicists for their neglect 
(1995). The artifacts we archaeologists deal with are obviously things, 
things that have “meaning" or they are not worth studying. I would even 
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define archaeology as “the science (or the art) of material culture” of 
things. For us, an artifact is an “encoded message” about the past, just as a 
text is for those who study the Hebrew Bible. And as many archaeologists 
insist today, if we master the vocabulary, grammar, and syntax of material 
objects, we can then read them as “texts” — parallel and often comple¬ 
mentary ways of viewing the past. 

In a recent piece entitled “On Listening to the Texts — and the Arti¬ 
facts” (1977a) I attempted to outline the similarities between texts and arti¬ 
facts in another one of my charts, as follows. 


Texts 

Writing system 

Vocabulary 

Grammar 

Syntax 

Author, composition, date 
Cultural context (Sitzim Leben) 
Intent 

Later transmission, 
interpretation 
What the text “symbolizes” 

How its “meaning” is 
relevant today 


Artifacts 

“Language of 
material culture” 

Artifacts of all types 
Formation processes 
Ecological socio¬ 
cultural context 
Date, technology 
Overall historical setting 
“Mental template” of makers 
Natural-cultural 
transformations 
What the artifact 
“symbolizes” 

How its “meaning” 
is relevant today 


If the notion is apt, then a more specific comparison can be suggested. 


Biblical Texts 

(as preserved) 

1. Concretize thought 
and behavior 

2. Symbolic, “encoded” 
messages of past 

3. Express deliberate intent, 
imagination 


Archaeological Artifacts 

(as preserved) 

Concretize thought 
and behavior 
Symbolic, “encoded” 
messages of past 
Express deliberate intent, 
imagination 
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4. Selective, elitist by nature 

5. Heavily edited in transmission 

6 . Reflect principally ideology 

7. Closed corpus 

8. Continuous tradition 

9. Only a residue of past 

10. “Curated artifact” 

11. Refract the past 

12. Literature 


Broadly representative, 
“populist” 

Constitute random sample 
Reflect common practice 
Dynamic, expanding 
source of data 
“Broken” tradition 
Only a residue of past 
Curated artifacts” 

Refract the past 
“Real” life 


In this treatment, I shall obviously focus on the right-hand column, on the 
assumption that it illustrates “folk religion” better, while the lefthand col¬ 
umn typifies van der Toorn’s “Book religion” better. 

The first large-scale synthesis of the approach of the Freibourg school 
appeared in a magisterial 1992 German work by Othmar Keel and 
Christoph Uehlinger, translated into English as Gods , Goddesses , and Images 
of God in Ancient Israel (1998; I had already hailed the original in 1995)* This 
was one of the earliest works of biblical scholars to regard archaeology and 
the artifactual record as primary sources for understanding ancient Israelite 
religion, as the authors make explicit from the very first page in addressing 
the issue of monotheism/polytheism. Their bibliography is exhaustive; and 
the book has nearly 400 illustrations, many of them of obscure seals, seal 
impressions, and figurines unfamiliar to most biblicists. (Elsewhere, this 
school has published several volumes of such seals, thousands of them.) 

Paralleling what I said above, Keel and Uehlinger argue that pictures, 
i.e., “symbols,” are if anything more evocative of the past than are texts, be¬ 
cause the so-called “precise and unequivocal meaning” of texts is an illusion. 
They are convinced, as I am, that pictures provide a deeper understanding of 
the religio-historical evolution of Israel than does a purely text-oriented ap¬ 
proach. If, as others have observed (Smith 2002a:i6), we are “working with a 
puzzle that is missing many or most of its pieces,” then it behooves us to 
search where the missing pieces are most likely to be found: in the tangible 
remains unearthed by archaeology. It seems to me that nearly all the pieces 
that might be found in the texts have been found, after 150 years of the most 
determined and ingenious modern critical scholarship. Perhaps we are 
reaching the point of diminishing returns from this source (Chapter III). 
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I shall return many times to Keel and Uehinger's provocative in¬ 
sights. For now, let me simply note a few other pertinent works of the 
Freibourg school (see Bibliography), especially those of Keel himself more 
specifically on the symbolism of Israel's principal devotional literature, 
Psalms (1997). I would also mention the German works of Urs Winter on 
iconographic images of the Mother Goddess in Israel and the ancient Near 
East (1983); and of Sylvia Schroer on the Israelite “art” that many biblicists 
declare non-existent (1997). Of particular interest is Keel's recent work 
now in English (1998) on what turns out to be a crucial factor, the associa¬ 
tion of Asherah with tree-imagery (to which I shall return in Chapters VI, 
VII). 

{^“Feminist” approaches to Israelite religions. I have noted above two 
recent books on Israelite religion by women, rare examples, those of 
Ackerman (1992) and Niditch (1997). Neither is what I would call a self- 
conscious “feminist" scholar, that is, focusing primarily on gender issues, 
and neither book particularly highlights women's concerns in the religious 
life of ancient Israel. In fact, either book could just as easily have been writ¬ 
ten by a man (and I have noted van der Toorn's “feminist" reading; 1994). 
In any case, is an “engendered" approach necessary? Preferable? If religious 
activities in the ancient world were gender-specific, as I believe many were, 
then women's varying experiences may be thought best addressed by a 
modern woman observer. But that is not necessarily so. (I have addressed 
these issues in the Foreword.) 

In addition to the two book-length works noted above, I would cite 
several recent seminal articles and chapters in books by excellent women 
scholars. The “invisibility" of women in the principal record we have of 
ancient Israel, the Hebrew Bible, has been noted and lamented by several 
female scholars who have attempted to deal with Israelite religion re¬ 
cently. Carol Meyers, both a biblical scholar and an archaeologist, in Dis¬ 
covering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (1988), as well as in sev¬ 
eral other treatments (Chapter VII), has pointed out the biases not only 
of biblical scholarship, but also of archaeology. She argues that because 
this discipline, too, has been dominated until recently by males, archaeo¬ 
logical research design has concentrated almost exclusively on recon¬ 
structing “political history." Syro-Palestinian archaeologists have exca¬ 
vated fortifications, temples, palaces, industrial and public installations, 
etc., obviously at the expense of investigating domestic areas where pri¬ 
vate and family life might be illuminated. 
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The interest of such scholars typically has been focused on “great 
men and public events/' Does that sound familiar? This is precisely the fo¬ 
cus of the patriarchal writers and editors of the Hebrew Bible. And it is 
surely no coincidence that most biblical archaeologists until recently were 
originally (and primarily) biblical scholars — and coincidentally white, 
male, Protestant, clerics or ex-clerics. I think that Meyers is right on target. 
In particular, her plea is well taken that if archaeologists and biblical schol¬ 
ars pay closer attention to “her mother's house" they will produce an alter¬ 
nate and better window through which to view Israelite religion. That is 
because most of religious practice was not centered in the vast public ritu¬ 
als that the biblical writers envision, much less in the formulation of or¬ 
thodox theology with which they were preoccupied. The center was rather 
in observances of the fundamental unit of Israelite society, the family — 
where all individuals were originally nurtured. The home was largely the 
province of women, whose principal concerns were not necessarily those 
of either the Establishment or of the men who wrote the Bible. Theirs was 
the “religion of hearth and home." 

As I have argued elsewhere, there may be fundamental differences, 
socio-cultural if not biological, in the way men and women view religion. 
Neither view is necessarily more sophisticated or more normative; but be¬ 
ing a document produced by males, the Bible reflects one view to the vir¬ 
tual exclusion of the other. Only archaeology, with its emphasis on the 
unedited material, not the textual remains of the cult, can give back to Is¬ 
raelite women their lost history. Carol Meyers grasps this point intuitively; 
and her attempt to reconstruct the overall domestic roles of women in an¬ 
cient Israel is laudable, particularly as it uses the model of the “domestic 
mode of production." But in earlier works she does not deal specifically 
with religion, except in passing. 

In a later, very provocative article entitled “To Her Mother's House': 
Considering a Counterpart to the Israelite Bet y ah " (1991b: i.e., the “House 
of the Father"), Meyers looks specifically at the “family household" in an¬ 
cient Israel, arguing that it was the primary focus of religious life for most 
folk. This is, however, largely a textual study of women's roles in family life 
that had religious connotations. Surprisingly, it does not cite any of the ar¬ 
chaeological data that Meyers knows very well. A much more detailed ex¬ 
amination of the subject, well illumined by pertinent archaeological data, 
is Meyers' chapter on “The Family in Early Israel" in the edited volume 
Families in Ancient Israel (Perdue, Blenkinsopp, Collins, and Meyers 1997). 
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Finally, another article of Meyers focuses on public roles of women in the 
cult, “Of Drums and Damsels: Women's Performance in Ancient Israel" 
(1991b). 

A similar feminist approach is taken by Phyllis A. Bird, who has ad¬ 
dressed the question of religion, at least obliquely, in several discussions of 
gender differences in ancient Israel (Bird 1991)- Bird complains, however 
— quite rightly — that “We lack direct access to women's perceptual world 
through written sources, and our limited artifactual evidence, which is of 
undetermined ‘authorship,' is mute" (1991:311). The notion that archaeol¬ 
ogy is “mute," borrowed unthinkingly from other biblical scholars, is one 
that I have refuted elsewhere. Yet it explains why Bird is able to say so little 
that is substantive, rather than merely speculative. 

I think that Bird is very perceptive, however, in setting up a contrast 
between male and female concepts of religion, although this must perforce 
be based more on psychological insights and on modern ethnographic 
parallels than on textual or artifactual evidence. She argues that men, in¬ 
cluding, of course, those in ancient Israel, are more concerned with public 
prayer and other ceremonial rituals of a social nature, but that this “repre¬ 
sents a narrow definition of religion identified with a set of formal prac¬ 
tices or symbols" — the biblical text itself, I would add, being the most 
striking such “symbol." 

Bird continues: 

There is, however, a wider area of practice, feeling, and cognition char¬ 
acterized by understandings of social obligation and welfare, of duty to 
family, community, nation, or people, of right' action or conduct pleas¬ 
ing to God, that might be subsumed under a broader definition of reli¬ 
gion (1991:104). 

Bird thinks that this realm of religion was more the concern of 
women in ancient Israel. She goes on to illustrate how several aspects of 
“popular religion" hinted at in the Hebrew Bible found concrete expres¬ 
sion in women's cults, such as individual prayers, veneration of local 
shrines, feasts, ancestral and funeral cults, magic rituals, and the like. She 
argues that these religious practices related to particular needs “were fa¬ 
vored by women and better suited to the general rhythms and the exigen¬ 
cies of their lives than were the major communal rites and celebrations" 
(1991:103). I could not agree more. The tendency of the male writers of the 
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Bible — and, not coincidentally, the vast majority of modern commenta¬ 
tors, who have been male — to dismiss the popular cults as “superstition” 
rather than “true religion,” that of the literary tradition, is instructive. But 
as Bird asks, what is religion? Who decides, and how? She hints at a di¬ 
chotomy that I develop further, namely religion as “dogma” or “praxis” 
(below). 

In my opinion Bird comes closer than any other female scholar, femi¬ 
nist or otherwise, to grasping the importance of women’s cults in ancient 
Israel, not as “superstition,” much less heterodox “goddess worship,” but, as 
she puts it, as a “vital aspect of religious pluralism within a national Yahweh 
cult (that) is just beginning to be explored” (1991:107). Yet because the bibli¬ 
cal texts are largely silent on this, and archaeology is “mute,” Bird can 
scarcely get further. For instance, she notes the terra cotta female figurines 
but remarks rather wistfully, 

We are uncertain of their function or name, and we cannot connect 
them with certainty to anything in the biblical text. They challenge the 
conventional boundaries between sacred and secular, domestic and for¬ 
eign cult, orthodox (Yahwistic) and idolatrous practice (1991:103). 

Bird is particularly perplexed by the “anomalous distribution” of the 
figurines, i.e., found in so many kinds of contexts. I would simply observe 
in passing that (1) these figurines clearly represent “Asherah” (not 
“Astarte”), the principal Israelite female deity and patroness of mothers; 
(2) such “images” of Asherah are hinted at in many biblical passages, al¬ 
ways condemnatory however; (3) they obviously functioned as talismans 
to aid in conception, childbirth, and lactation — “prayers in clay,” as Ziony 
Zevit has aptly termed them (2001:274); and (4) their distribution is any¬ 
thing but “anomalous.” The fact that they occur in all kinds of contexts is 
proof of their widespread popularity and evidence further that the distinc¬ 
tion between “sacred” and “secular” is a modern construct and would have 
been inconceivable in ancient Israel. Unable to grasp the significance of 
the figurines, as well as much other archaeological evidence of sympa¬ 
thetic magic (Bes and Eye-of-Horus amulets; miniature furniture; 
astragali, etc.), Bird does not carry to conclusion her perceptive observa¬ 
tions on women’s highly significant role in popular religion in ancient Is¬ 
rael (see further Chapter VII). 

The neglected role of women in the ancient Israelite cult is so crucial 


58 



The History of the History: In Search of Ancient Israelite Religions 


that I shall devote a major part of Chapter V below to the archaeological 
evidence, still far from being adequately understood and exploited. And in 
Chapter VII, I shall explore the nature and role of women's cults, returning 
to the works of Bird, Meyers, and other women scholars (see also feminism 
in Chapter IX). 


An Overall Critique of Previous Scholarship 

In discussing each of the many works above on Israelite religions, I have 
offered a brief critique, implying that their deficiencies justify yet another 
approach such as mine here. It is time now to summarize the general inad¬ 
equacies that virtually all share, for these will be my point of departure. 

(1) Nearly all of the conventional works, and even some of the few 
exceptions that I have noted, seem to be preoccupied with religious ideas. 
These ideas derive, of course, almost exclusively from the Hebrew Bible, 
conceived as though it were a “theological textbook" in which one can look 
up any topic essential to an understanding of Israelite religion. In Chapter 
III on “sources" I shall show why this assumption is flawed. Here let me 
simply observe that such a myopic focus on religion in terms of intellec¬ 
tual concepts results in what I have called a “disembodied" picture. It is a 
sort of still-life portrait, distant and frozen in time, lacking warmth and vi¬ 
tality, one that ultimately leaves many of us cold. There may be theological 
convictions, especially in older, conservative works. But there is no passion; 
and that is what religion is all about. It is as though most writers on “reli¬ 
gion" have little experience of the real thing (or possibly have tried it and 
didn't like it). Some works by professors of religion are even overtly hos¬ 
tile, especially those of biblical “revisionists," who like all postmodernists 
declare at the outset that “all history is fiction," and all claims to truth are 
merely “social constructs." If the Hebrew Bible is all a pious hoax, I do not 
see how it can be morally edifying (Dever 2001). 

More recent, less conventional syntheses such as those of Niditch 
(1997) and Miller (2000) are more realistic, more willing to see diversity in 
belief and practice (as also Brueggemann 1997 and Gerstenberger 2002). 
But even these fail to define “religion" essentially as the practice of the ma¬ 
jority. They still assume that theology — that is, the orthodox beliefs of the 
few who wrote the Bible — was prior and gave rise to practice. The reverse 
is the case, as far as I can see. Religion (certainly “folk religion") arises out 
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of the exigencies of real-life experience (Chapter I). Theological formula¬ 
tions and even the “official” cult come later, largely as a reaction against 
practices already widespread (as I show in charting the evolution of the lit¬ 
erary traditions of the Hebrew Bible in Chapter VIII). As for abstract theo¬ 
logical concepts, these are always products of the clerical establishment, of 
the literati, of the elites of the day — in this case, the right-wing, ultra¬ 
nationalist religious parties who wrote the Bible. This is why some wags 
dismiss theology as “God-talk,” in effect “talk about talk.” 

The above is precisely what van der Toorn aptly calls “Book religion” 
(1997). But I argue that for most people in ancient Israel — who didn't yet 
have the Book, and couldn't have read it anyway — such religion was un¬ 
known and in any case would have seemed irrelevant. They may have pos¬ 
sessed some of the older oral traditions that ultimately came to be en¬ 
shrined in the written Bible (such as the “Mosaic” traditions; below). The 
religious practices of common folk, however, were informed not by the ca¬ 
nonical literary tradition and its late, “orthodox” ideals, but rather by 
centuries-old religious myths and rituals, many of them going back to 
Canaanite Bronze Age traditions (Chapter VIII). 

To be sure, my view of the pervasiveness of folk religion is unconven¬ 
tional, and it will be disturbing for those who believe that the Bible “tells it 
like it was” (and should have been). But I shall defend it, because for ar¬ 
chaeologists most portraits of Israelite religions simply do not have the 
“ring of truth” about them. This is not the Israel we know. (Zevit 2001 is a 
refreshing exception, because the “facts on the ground” are taken seriously 
here.) 

(2) The theological orientation that I have deplored generally re¬ 
quires some further comments. “Theology” by definition has traditionally 
been understood to be a “systematic” and “dogmatic” discipline. That is, it 
seeks to find the central, unifying “themes” of the Bible; to set these forth 
in terms of a coherent and comprehensive set of propositions about God 
and his will; and to defend these as the authoritative teaching of the Bible, 
the essence of religion. But the search for the “unity” of the Bible, so essen¬ 
tial to theology, is a relatively recent quest, one that arbitrarily imposes 
modern concepts upon the ancient world of the Bible. Not only does this 
quest misunderstand and misrepresent that reality, but it obscures the va¬ 
riety and vitality of Israelite religion as it actually functioned in its own so¬ 
ciety. The theological enterprise in general has thus been obscurantist. But 
the overwhelmingly Protestant “biblical theology” movement in particular 
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has been so scholastic — obsessed with the Word — that it has often been 
blind to the power of symbol , ritual and myth. 

Catholic biblical theologians, the minority, have been much more 
sensitive to the symbolic dimensions of religious experience and piety, that 
is, to liturgy. And Jewish scholarship, with its emphasis on religious prac¬ 
tice, has typically opposed “biblical theology” altogether (Levenson 1993). 
Obviously the approach of the latter two communities is more congenial 
to me here, since in folk religion symbol, ritual and myth, not orthodox 
theology, are the essence of religious life. My “functionalist” approach 
(Chapter I) assumes that religion is essentially what most people do y not 
what theologians and clerics say they should do. 

(3) A further weakness of the theological orientation is that it, like the 
canonical biblical literature with which so many theologians resonate, is 
overwhelmingly androcentric. Despite Harold Bloom's The Story off there 
are no women among the writers and editors of the books of the Hebrew 
Bible (and relatively few in its stories). And there are no women writers at 
all in the long history of “biblical theology.” A few very recent feminist 
scholars like Phyllis Trible, Rosemary Radford Ruether, Elisabeth Schiissler 
Fiorenza, Athalya Brenner, and others (below) have protested the biases of 
the dominantly patriarchal “biblical theology” movement. But I do not un¬ 
derstand them as intent upon producing full-scale alternate “theologies” of 
their own (perhaps just as well; see Adela Yarbro Collins 1983). 

The male chauvinist approach of the whole history of theology, indeed 
of the Hebrew Bible itself, raises the intriguing question of whether women 
would have produced a different, and in some way better, version of Israel's 
history, faith, and religious practice. I firmly believe that they could have 
done so, and may still do so. And by “better,” I mean truer to the reality ; not 
necessarily more “normative” theologically. Because of my own sympathies, 
I shall devote a major portion of the discussion below to women's cults and 
the veneration of the goddess Asherah (Chapters VI, VII). 

(4) My greatest misgiving about most works on Israelite religion, as I 
have repeatedly said above, is that they tend to ignore the rich archaeologi¬ 
cal data that I consider indispensable. There maybe many reasons for this: 
elitist disdain for the mundane; contempt for popular religion as supersti¬ 
tion and “magic”; hegemonic concerns; fear of losing the “privileged read¬ 
ings” that control of the canonical texts is thought to confer; or simply ig¬ 
norance, whether innocent or willful. And I readily confess that until 
recently archaeologists have been partly at fault, for they have been negli- 
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gent in publishing their results — especially in accessible and non¬ 
technical works and in convenient handbooks. Nevertheless for ten years 
now there have been several excellent dictionaries and encyclopedias 
(Freedman 1992; Sasson 1995; Meyers 1997; Stern 1993; Weippert 1988; 
Mazar 1990; Ben-Tor 1992; Levy 1995). In addition I and other archaeolo¬ 
gists have been calling for, p/eading for, a dialogue with biblical scholars for 
20 years and more (Dever 1983; 1994b; 1995; 1997a; 1997c; 2000; and refer¬ 
ences there). Thus there is no excuse for continuing the unproductive “two 
monologues” that Halpern (1997) has aptly characterized. 

There is, I fear, a deeper reason for many biblical scholars' neglect of 
archaeology. They simply do not grasp its revolutionary potential — an¬ 
other aspect of ignorance, however, and no more forgivable. For more 
than a generation now, nearly every history of ancient Israel, every Old 
Testament theology, has mindlessly repeated the assertion that archaeolog¬ 
ical data can only be “subjectively” interpreted, or worse still that in the 
end archaeology is “mute.” (Examples are too numerous to cite; but see 
Dever i997d.) But as a colleague in biblical studies has observed (Knauf 
1991), the Hebrew Bible is “mute” for you if you do not know Hebrew. Or, 
as I like to put it, “archaeology is not mute, but some historians are deaf.” 
Artifacts are, of course, subject to interpretation no less than texts. But 
they are less biased and have been less deliberately “edited” than texts, es¬ 
pecially tendentious texts such as those of the Hebrew Bible. (More of that 
on “sources” and “objectivity” in Chapter III.) The fact is that we are about 
to experience an archaeological “revolution” in the study of ancient Israel¬ 
ite religion, one that will render all previous histories obsolete (Zevit 2001 
is a harbinger). If they are not more alert to current trends in broad schol- 
arship^eyond their own disciplines, many biblical scholars will soon dis¬ 
cover that the revolution has bypassed them. 
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Sources and Methods for the Study 
of Ancient Israel's Religions 


The quality of any history, including the history of Israelite religion, is de¬ 
termined to a large extent by the nature and limitations of the available 
sources. We can speculate, but we can actually know no more than the 
sources are able to tell us. In the case of ancient Israelite religions, there are 
obviously two sources: written and non-written remains, or, broadly 
speaking, texts and artifacts. 

One could argue that both sources are essential, since the former deal 
with beliefs, while the latter reveal practice . That distinction may provide a 
good working hypothesis, and I have contended elsewhere that it does 
(1994b); but the separation of the two aspects is somewhat arbitrary. Belief 
informs practice, and practice reflects belief. A pragmatic distinction be¬ 
tween the two may be useful, however, and even necessary for purposes of 
analysis. But the ancients would have found such a distinction incompre¬ 
hensible, because they would not have been analytical in the first place. Re¬ 
ligion was simply “in the air,” so they could scarcely have considered it ab¬ 
stractly, as we moderns do. Religion was what those in ancient Israel did. 
That is why the Hebrew Bible, for all its apparent obsession with the subject, 
has no generic term for “religion,” as we have seen; it was not necessary. 

Both written and artifactual sources are basic, and therefore we can¬ 
not dispense with either. Here I shall proceed, however, as an archaeolo¬ 
gist, more concerned with practice (cult) rather than with theory (theol¬ 
ogy). Therefore, I will consider the archaeological data as a “primary” 
source. Textual scholars, even those who are usually open to new ap¬ 
proaches, will no doubt protest that I have downgraded the Hebrew Bible 
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to a “secondary” source. But as I shall show, it is — if one chooses to focus 
as I do on folk religion, or for that matter primarily on religious practices. 
That does not omit the questions many will have — how and why the He¬ 
brew Bible came to be written and may still be valid — but it does post¬ 
pone these questions until we have surveyed the other, alternate sources 
for Israelite religion (Chapters IV, VIII). 


The Biblical Texts and Their Limitations 

For more than a century now, critical scholars have known that the so- 
called Pentateuch (or “Five Books of Moses”) and the historical works in 
the great national epic sweeping from Joshua through Kings are problem¬ 
atic as “sources ” These texts cannot simply be picked up and read in a 
straightforward manner as though they constitute objective factual history 
in the modern sense, based on contemporary eyewitness reports. The for¬ 
mer books (at least Genesis through Numbers) are by late, anonymous, 
composite “authors” and editors, produced at least five hundred years after 
a “Moses” would have lived. And the Book of Deuteronomy, all about Mo¬ 
ses, is almost certainly a late monarchic theological homily put into the 
mouth of a Moses and then attached to both the Pentateuch (making it 
five books) and the other “historical” works. 

It is true that the original 19th-century theory of composite author¬ 
ship widely known as the “documentary hypothesis,” or “source criticism,” 
has come under fire recently for splitting the texts into too many indepen¬ 
dent sources, sometimes arbitrarily and overconfidently. Thus the original 
theory has been much revised. Nevertheless, the composite authorship and 
late date of the textual sources relevant to our inquiry here, in their present 
form, are beyond dispute, as are their theological biases. Let us look at the 
“schools” that the documentary hypothesis generally recognizes (see fur¬ 
ther Bibliography). 

(1) The document. This source, designated “I” for the divine name 
“Yahweh” that it prefers (Jahweh in German), runs mostly through Gene¬ 
sis, Exodus, and Numbers. It was originally thought to be the earliest pre¬ 
history and “theological” reworking of tradition in the Hebrew Bible, dat¬ 
ing to southern circles as early as the 10th century b.c., perhaps from the 
court of David and Solomon. Today many biblical scholars (and the few 
archaeologists who deal with the question) would lower the date of J’s 
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composition, if it is indeed an individual work, to the 9th if not the 8th 
century b.c. “J” is “salvation history” on a grand scale, beginning with the 
creation and the flood, continuing with the promise of redemption and 
prosperity to the Patriarchs and Matriarchs, and moving on to the Exodus 
and the foreshadowing of the conquest of the Promised Land. Even the 
current, somewhat radical reworking of the “J” hypothesis would not chal¬ 
lenge the basic theological character that I have outlined here. I shall return 
later to its themes, since one has to question how relevant they would have 
been to actual religious practices during the monarchy. But if the date of J 
were indeed post-exilic (6th-5th century b.c.), as “revisionists” and some 
others now claim, this source would tell us nothing whatsoever about sup¬ 
posed “ancestral religion,” and of course nothing about the monarchy 
since the story would end before then. “J” would constitute only late Jew¬ 
ish propaganda, an “origin myth.” 

(2) The “£” document . This material, termed “E” because it uses the 
alternate name for God, “Elohim,” is thought to stem from a northern 
source. It was originally dated to the 9th century b.c., but now it is more 
commonly dated to the 8th century b.c. because of its “prophetic” inter¬ 
ests. “E” parallels “J” in some senses, with alternate versions of some of the 
same stories (beginning with Abraham). Eventually it was interlaced with 
“P”by later editors (perhaps as “J/E”). “E” often conceives of God's revela¬ 
tion in the form of dreams, reflecting especially on sin and guilt, and em¬ 
phasizing “the fear of God.” It also elaborates the central themes of the Si¬ 
nai Covenant and God's working out of his demands for loyalty in the 
history of his people. Probably an independent source originally, it is 
strongly didactic in character, somewhat akin to the Deuteronomist his¬ 
tory (below). 

(3) The “P” document. This material, from anonymous “Priestly” 
sources, appears especially in Leviticus. To some, “P” seems late and some¬ 
what artificial, with its heavy emphasis on exclusive monotheism, on holi¬ 
ness as ritual purity, and on the sacrificial cult. Its “priestly” view of salva¬ 
tion is set, however, in Israel's prehistory in Canaan, especially in the 
wandering in the wilderness. Later the “P” editors reworked J and E, incor¬ 
porating its materials into theirs to produce the books of Genesis through 
Numbers as we now have them. Many scholars date P late in the Judean 
monarchy, while others prefer a postexilic date, at least for the final re¬ 
working and editing. Whatever the date, I shall argue here that “P's” preoc¬ 
cupation with the Wilderness tradition and its concern with affairs was 
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largely irrelevant for folk religion during the monarchy. I shall defend this 
notion in dealing below with the Temple and Temple theology. 

(4) The <( Deuteronomistic history.” The most important source for us, 
because it is more overtly historical and covers the whole period of the mon¬ 
archy, is the “Deuteronomistic history,” often designated “Dtr.” It runs from 
the book of Deuteronomy (added to Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Num¬ 
bers to form the “Pentateuch") through Kings. Mainstream scholarship has 
long held that the core “Dtr's" content may have been the scroll that the edi¬ 
tors of Kings claim was found by Hilkiah the High Priest hidden in the ar¬ 
chives of the Temple in the story in II Kings 22 (below). According to this 
plausible explanation, the scroll — not “hidden"but probably planted there 
by Yahwistic enthusiasts — became the basis for Josiah's sweeping attempts 
at reform in the late 7th century b.c. (II Kings 23). This school of reformers 
shaped the book of Deuteronomy (“Second Law") itself in the form of three 
long sermonic discourses put into the mouth of Moses in the Wilderness. 
Purporting to be the very words of Moses, the “founder of Israelite religion," 
this corpus, however artificial its literary setting, would have been the ideal 
constitution for reforms late in Judah's history. This was a time when writers 
had learned the bitter lesson of Israel's fall, when it was near extinction itself 
at the hands of the Babylonians. After all, Deuteronomy is a call to repen¬ 
tance — a demand for the wayward people of Israel to restore the pure, 
monotheistic ideals of its original “pure" religion. 

This historical retrojection and the apparent deceit involved do not 
mean that Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic history in Joshua-Kings 
were all “pious fiction," as the “revisionists" claim. There were likely older 
oral “Mosaic traditions" available to the editors, as well as written sources. 
And their intentions in using these sources were honorable, even perhaps 
justified theologically. Furthermore, it was common throughout antiquity 
for later historians or religious reformers to lend weight to their reworking 
of tradition by assigning their own writings to revered earlier figures. 
(Later Jewish literature abounds with such “pseudepigraphical" works, 
such as The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs; Testament of Moses; Odes of 
Solomon, and so forth.) 

What may be more important for our study of Israelite religions here is 
the fact that the Book of Deuteronomy is a potential source for Israelite reli¬ 
gion, at least late in the monarchy (although it was reworked and edited fi¬ 
nally in the post-exilic period). Still more importantly, the Deuteronomistic 
school has provided us all the earlier textual material that we shall ever have. 
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These editors took up the themes of Deuteronomy and combined them with 
various annalistic traditions both oral and written to produce the great na¬ 
tional epic history of Israel from beginning to end in the books of Joshua, 
Judges, Samuel, and Kings as we now have them, a sort of “theocratic his¬ 
tory” This history is thus governed by the central Deuteronomistic theologi¬ 
cal themes: loyalty and obedience to Yahweh alone; the demands of the Cov¬ 
enant; the Jerusalem Temple as the exclusive dwelling of Yahweh; prophetic 
calls for repentance; and the inevitability of divine retribution. 

The significance of what scholars call the Deuteronomistic history 
can scarcely be exaggerated, for it comprises the canonical history of an¬ 
cient Israel, complete with warnings not to add or delete anything (Deut. 
4:2; 12:32). Despite the obvious theological biases of its authors and editors, 
this history of early Israel and the monarchy is virtually the only “history” 
that we have in the Hebrew Bible. Thus wherever we can provide some ar¬ 
chaeological commentary and control , we shall come back to these 
Deuteronomistic texts. But unlike that of so many other observers, our ac¬ 
count of Israelite religion will not be a literalistic and simplistic “para¬ 
phrase of the Bible.” It will be an independent, secular history (as far as 
that is possible; above). 

(5) The prophetic literature. While not properly historical in basic 
character, the earlier prophetic works do provide authentic sources for our 
inquiry into Israel's religions. These works are pertinent first of all because 
they deal overwhelmingly with religious beliefs and practices. In addition, 
the prophetic oracles and public pronouncements are placed in the con¬ 
text of “real life” settings and thus describe in some detail the behavior of 
ordinary folk, much more so than does the book of Kings with its “royal¬ 
ist” ideology. In fact, as suggested above, it would not be misleading to say 
that the real religions of ancient Israel consisted precisely of all the things 
that the prophets condemned , all of them incidentally illustrated by archae¬ 
ological discoveries, as we shall see. 

The major observers on whom I shall rely are the 8th-century proph¬ 
ets Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, and Micah; and the 7th/6th-century prophets Jer¬ 
emiah and Ezekiel (see Chapter VII). Needless to say, this assumes reject¬ 
ing the absurd “revisionist” contention that all these great biblical 
personalities are not historical at all, but are much later, fictional “literary 
constructs.” I regard the prophets, along with mainstream biblical scholars, 
as contemporaries of the 8th-6th-century kings of Israel, of reforming 
priests and prophets, and of those who produced the first written versions 
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of the Tetrateuch/Pentateuch and the Deuteronomistic history. They 
therefore provide at least some valuable eyewitness accounts. These re¬ 
ports are especially significant when a prophetic discourse differs from the 
official party line and reflects real-life conditions that we readily recognize 
in the archaeology of the Iron Age. 

(6) A final textual source may be found in the lyrical or so-called 
“devotional literature/' principally Psalms; and to a limited extent in some 
of the “wisdom" literature, such as Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job. These 
works, however, while they do reflect folk piety and beliefs, are difficult to 
use for several reasons, even though they are routinely cited uncritically by 
standard histories of Israelite religion. Most of this literature is nearly im¬ 
possible to date or place in proper historical and cultural context. For ex¬ 
ample, the composition of the various poems now contained in the book 
of Psalms may extend over six centuries or more. (The frequent attribu¬ 
tion to “David" or “Solomon" is fictional.) They were obviously used in 
worship; but when, under what circumstances, and by whom? Are they 
purely literary creations, as they appear to be in their present form? Or do 
some reflect a long tradition of vernacular oral poetry and song well 
known to ordinary folk, as suggested by close parallels with the i4th/i3th- 
century Canaanite mythological texts from Ugarit in Syria (below)? 

Job is even more problematic, not only historically but theologically. 
It is a strange, unorthodox work by any criteria, hard to reconcile with any 
other biblical literature. And Ecclesiastes is more Greek than “Hebrew" 
Nevertheless, the very exotic character of some of the devotional and wis¬ 
dom literature attests to the variety of religious expressions that were once 
accepted and embraced in ancient Israel, even though they are sometimes 
forgotten by modern scholarship. The “Freibourg school" (discussed in 
Chapter II above) has certainly seen the potential of this literature. Keel 
has a whole lavishly illustrated book on Psalms (1997; first published in 
German in 1972). 


Some Caveats 

Whatever potential value the various biblical texts may have for illuminat¬ 
ing Israelite religions, in practice they must be sifted through critically. 
This is necessary in order to separate out a “core" of any reliable historical 
information that there may be, keeping in mind the general character of 
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the various literary strands outlined above. However, even at best the tex¬ 
tual sources in the Hebrew Bible are limited for our purposes, and I would 
argue often severely so. There are many reasons for this. 

(1) First, all the biblical texts in their present written form were pro¬ 
duced relatively late in Israel's history. Most were composed no earlier 
than the 8th century b.c. ('ft" and “E") or the 7th century b.c. (“Dtr," possi¬ 
bly “P"; above). And then these underwent extensive editing and rework¬ 
ing in the exilic and postexilic period, that is, after “Israel's" history was 
over. Considering that the “Period of the Judges" and the Monarchy ex¬ 
tended from ca. 1200 to 500 b.c., our texts cover only about 200 years or 
one-third of that, and only the last one-half or so of the Monarchy. The 
formative period, ca. 1200-1000 b.c., is not directly illuminated by contem¬ 
porary texts at all, except possibly for some archaic Hebrew poems like the 
“Song of Deborah" (Judges 5), which some scholars would regard as an 
original composition of the i2th-nth century b.c. (see also Exod. 15; Deut. 
32, 33). 

The late date of composition and editing assumed here is not in de¬ 
bate among mainstream scholars. There remains only the question of 
whether behind the admittedly complex literary process there would have 
been older oral traditions, as well as a few eyewitness written accounts 
(such as court archives), that would have preserved and handed down 
some reliable historical information. This possibility cannot be dismissed, 
and even rather radical scholars acknowledge it; but it cannot be proven. 
In defense of the idea of older sources, however, we should note that the 
biblical writers even mention specific sources, unknown to us, such as the 
Book of Jashar (Joshua 10:13) and the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of 
Judah (repeatedly in Kings). And for several generations biblical scholars 
have posited that “folk memories" — sagas, legends, and myths of various 
kinds in poetic form — were probably transmitted in popular culture for 
centuries before being incorporated into the written literature. The 
ethnographic evidence of oral tradition from many cultures, ancient and 
modern, is certainly persuasive. 

Despite the evidence, the current biblical “revisionists" reject out of 
hand an early date for any of the biblical literature. They place the compo¬ 
sition (not merely the editing) of all the biblical texts in the Persian period 
(6th-4th century b.c.), or increasingly in the Hellenistic era (3rd-1st cen¬ 
tury b.c.). For the minimalist “revisionists," none of the biblical texts is a 
source of information for anything in the Iron Age. Indeed, “biblical Israel" 
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and its religion are only late literary constructs — fictions of Jewish groups 
in Hellenistic Palestine desperately seeking a self-identity in an age of as¬ 
similation. The Hebrew Bible is thus a pious hoax, its “Israel” simply in¬ 
vented. My approach here is neither “maximalist” nor “minimalist” It at¬ 
tempts to steer a middle ground, recognizing that the use of any biblical 
text requires trying to find a plausible real-life context for that text. Where 
datable archaeological artifacts and textual references seem to converge , we 
may be on safe historical ground. My recent book What Did the Biblical 
Writers Know and When Did They Know It? (2001) is based on many dozens 
of such “convergences.” The biblical writers know a lot, and they knew it 
early. They could be good historians, by the standards of the day — when 
they wanted to be. 

(2) That leads me to the second limitation of the biblical texts. Its 
writers and editors were historians of a sort, but they were highly selective 
in what they chose to include. It is often overlooked that they were mostly 
elites, literati attached to court and priestly circles in Jerusalem. Taken to¬ 
gether, they can hardly have constituted more than a fraction of one per¬ 
cent of the population. They were certainly not representative of the 
masses that we are considering here. There are some exceptions, to be sure, 
such as the prophet Amos, who styles himself “a shepherd” (1:1). He rails 
against the privileged classes of his day “who oppress the poor, who crush 
the needy” (4:1). And in many biblical passages, mostly prophetic as well, 
the writers extol the “poor of the Land” as being closer to Yahweh’s favor. 

Nevertheless, the prophets overall are hardly country bumpkins, to 
judge from the lofty literary style of the writings attributed to them. I have 
long thought that if the oracles of prophets like Isaiah had originally been 
“sermons” delivered in public, people in the countryside would scarcely 
have understood them. Think of the elegant Hebrew, the complex syntax, 
the sophisticated literary allusions, the subtle play on words. All this would 
have been lost on at least 90 percent of the population of ancient Israel and 
Judah, most of whom were uneducated villagers and farmers. That Isaiah 
was a patrician is also indicated by his status as an aristocratic advisor, al¬ 
most a Prime Minister, under kings like Ahaz and Hezekiah. And Jeremiah 
was born into a priestly family (1:1). 

The other biblical writers, principally those who produced the 
Deuteronomistic history, were doubtlessly elitists as well, as seen in both 
their chosen subject matter and their literary style. They really did consti¬ 
tute a “school,” even a sort of Academy, which at least during their heyday 
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under the long rule of Josiah (640-609 b.c.) was under royal patronage. 
And why not? One of the dominant motifs in shaping their epic history in 
the Book of Kings was the centrality of the Royal Temple in Jerusalem as 
the exclusive dwelling place of Yahweh. What could be more elitist? Many 
people in ancient Israel, however, had probably never been to Jerusalem in 
their whole lives, and they had never seen the Temple. Had they not known 
Yahweh? 

A striking example of the chauvinist nationalism of the Deuterono- 
mistic school, their obliviousness to the rest of the country, is seen in their 
coverage of the famous siege of Sennacherib in 701 b.c. The fall of the for¬ 
tress of Lachish, just 80 miles southwest of Jerusalem, was considered so 
significant by the Assyrian king that he commissioned artists to execute 
huge stone reliefs showing the siege and destruction of Lachish. He dis¬ 
played them back home around the walls of one of the principal rooms of 
his palace for all to see. (They are now in the British Museum.) Yet the edi¬ 
tors of Kings mention Lachish only twice (II Kings 18:14,17), noting merely 
that Sennacherib was there. Then they give almost two chapters to an ex¬ 
traordinarily detailed account of the siege of Jerusalem (II Kings 18:13— 
19:37). Why? Because the siege of Jerusalem was miraculously lifted, and 
the Temple of Yahweh was spared. But Lachish, which was totally de¬ 
stroyed and its population slaughtered (as the excavations make 
horrifyingly clear), was of no concern to the biblical writers. Their cavalier 
attitude in this case is but one example of their selectivity, the result of 
their political and theological biases. Theirs is obviously not a “disinter¬ 
ested,” fair, and balanced history of Israel and its religions. 

(3) The perspective of all the biblical writers is a factor that limits their 
usefulness in another regard. It is no exaggeration to say that all the biblical 
literature — especially the historical and prophetic works — constitutes 
what is essentially “propaganda.” The writers make no pretense to objectiv¬ 
ity. They are openly partisan, championing the cause of extreme nationalism 
and orthodox Yahwism, that is, the Truth as they see it. They have no toler¬ 
ance for divergent views, not even when they are held by kings, all of whom 
they despise except for the “good” reformist kings Hezekiah and Josiah. 
These extremists were, of course, minority parties given the historical reality 
in 8th-7th century Israel. But it is they who wrote the Hebrew Bible. The He¬ 
brew Bible, as one of my theological friends (I have a few) likes to say, is a 
“minority report.” As we would put it today, the writers were “spin doctors.” 
Thus the Bible is ancient “revisionist history,” on a grand scale. 
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(4) That observation leads me to a final point, of critical importance 
in looking to the Hebrew Bible for a picture of Israelite religions. The Bi¬ 
ble's portrait throughout is an “idealistic” one — not a picture of Israelite 
religion as it was at all, but a picture of what it should have been, and would 
have been if these zealots had actually been in charge. Ironically, the very 
condemnation of “folk religion” by the editors is what reveals many of the 
very characteristics that I shall document here. In trying to suppress popu¬ 
lar cults, they inadvertently confirm their existence. 

In sum, the degree to which the biblical texts can be taken as reliable 
historical evidence is crucial to our inquiry. The “historicity” of the Bible is 
perhaps the most hotly debated topic in biblical studies today, with “mini¬ 
malists” and “maximalists” battling it out in the literature. Since I have 
dealt with this controversy at length in a recent book (Dever 2001), here I 
shall only state my own position briefly. 

I reject absolutely the assertion of some “revisionists” that the Bible 
is not about history at all, and only recently has anyone ever wanted it to 
be. The first statement is mindless: it all depends upon what one means by 
“history.” And the second is simply not true. Until the recent fad of creep¬ 
ing skepticism, most people, even more liberal biblical scholars, assumed 
that the Bible was history in some sense. On the other hand, the Hebrew 
Bible is obviously not history in the modern sense, that is, “disinterested,” 
objective, balanced, academic history. In keeping with most mainstream 
biblical scholarship today, I shall often (although not always) regard the 
Hebrew Bible as “historicized fiction” — stories that are based on some 
genuine historical events, but always told in such a way as to advance the 
ideological agenda of the writers and editors. In the end, this is not “his¬ 
tory,” but “his story.” The story is all about God — about religion in that 
sense — but embodying the writers' idiosyncratic version of Israelite reli¬ 
gion. We have already seen, and will see again, why nearly all ancient and 
even modern commentators have bought into the Bible's propaganda. But, 
of course, we must remember that “propaganda” has its positive uses, too, 
and the best of it is based at least on some facts. 

(5) That brings me to a final consideration of the Hebrew Bible as lit¬ 
erature rather than history. Today the preoccupation of many biblical 
scholars is with the Bible as “literature,” to the extent that history no longer 
matters much. It is not a question of whether the stories tell us anything 
about actual events in the past, but only about how these stories “func¬ 
tion”; not what the stories say, but “how they are able to say what they say.” 
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Since the stories are all myths anyway (i.e., fiction), their ancient and mod¬ 
ern use must be to give them theological legitimacy. In approach to the 
Hebrew Bible, there are no privileged experts, no right interpretations, 
only whatever will “sell” to a particular community. Thus the emphasis of 
New Literary Criticism and the New Historicism advertises itself to the 
“margins” any anti-establishment constituency — the radical left; the 
world of grievance politics; doctrinaire feminism; psychological criticism; 
extreme third-world liberation theology; the Green movement; and, more 
recently, queer theory (see further Exum and Clines 1993; Hens-Piazza 
2002). I regard much of this as “radical chic” Of course , the Bible is “litera¬ 
ture” (what else?), especially didactic literature, and therefore it is more 
about the literary imagination of a few creative minds than it is about “real 
life ” But I shall try to show that what makes this literature believable at all 
is that it does reflect some actual events. That's why the stories “work” 


Non-biblical Texts 

Until archaeology began to bring to light the long-lost world of the Bible 
in the mid-i9th century, the Hebrew Bible was the only surviving body of 
literature from ancient Israel (that is, Israel of the Iron Age). It stood alone 
like a silent sentinel, witnessing to a fascinating but enigmatic past, with 
no comparative literature that would enable us to evaluate it in context. 
With the beginning and still continuing discovery of hundreds and hun¬ 
dreds of other documents, all that has changed. Today the non-biblical lit¬ 
erature bulks larger than that of the canonical literature. And even though 
much of it is “secular,” some of it sheds comparable light on ancient Israel¬ 
ite religions. 

The available literary sources that are pertinent here include: 
(1) Egyptian texts; (2) the Canaanite texts from Ugarit on the Syrian coast; 
(3) the extensive Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian records; (4) a number 
of Aramaic and Moabite royal inscriptions; (5) a few fragments of Hebrew 
monumental inscriptions; (6) hundreds and hundreds of 8th-6th-century 
b.c. Hebrew ostraca (inscribed potsherds), inscribed objects, graffiti, and 
even a few intact tomb inscriptions; and (7) thousands of inscribed seals 
and seal impressions (see Davies 1991; McCarter 1996; Sass and Uehlinger 
1993). When any of this vast written material reflects Israelite beliefs and 
practices, I shall bring it into the picture below. It may be especially reveal- 
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ing because it constitutes an independent witness, free of the biases we have 
noted above in the biblical texts (although it may contain other biases). 


Archaeology as a “ Primary Source” 
for History and Religion 

Apart from textual remains, material culture remains or non-epigraphic 
evidence brought to light by archaeology constitutes another major source 
for illuminating the history and religions of ancient Israel. That should be 
obvious, but it is not, for reasons that I shall explore presently. 

Elsewhere I have published numerous studies of the nature, meth¬ 
ods, objectives, and history of Syro-Palestinian or “biblical” archaeology 
(Bibliography). Here a few general statements must suffice. Archaeology 
has as many definitions as practitioners, but it could be regarded simply as 
what good archaeologists do. Or, as I prefer, “archaeology is the science of 
material culture” — a way of writing history from things. If that is true, 
then archaeology is obviously a parallel way of viewing the past, alongside 
texts. And its goal is the same: understanding the past on its own terms, as 
far as possible. That is precisely what I argue here — indeed, that archaeol¬ 
ogy can provide a corrective to texts and thus may constitute an equal or 
even superior source of information. 

That is a bold claim, and it challenges the long-held assumption of 
biblical scholars that their texts are the “primary sources” (practically 
speaking, the only source). Let me therefore defend my view of archaeo¬ 
logical data as primary sources, often indeed superior. 

(1) Archaeological data are already more extensive than all the bibli¬ 
cal texts put together, and they will be much more so in future. The canon¬ 
ical biblical text is static, a “closed book,” frozen in time, to which there will 
be no more additions. But archaeology is dynamic, making revolutionary 
new discoveries daily, open-ended, theoretically almost limitless in its po¬ 
tential. I would argue that archaeology is our only source of genuine new 
information about ancient Israel. Endless reinterpretation of the same rel¬ 
atively few texts, however ingenious, tends to produce only more interpre¬ 
tations, not new facts. Of course, archaeological facts require interpreta¬ 
tion, just as texts do; but the facts do multiply. 

(2) Second, archaeological data are more varied in type than the 
kinds of data typically included in the biblical texts. Despite the many gen- 


74 



Sources and Methods for the Study of Ancient Israel's Religions 


res of biblical literature, all the textual sources suffer from the deliberate 
selectivity noted above. But archaeological data are incredibly diverse, not 
“selected” by anybody or anything except the human and natural factors 
that govern their preservation (“formation processes of the archaeological 
record”). And the artifacts come not only from the sacred ideas and insti¬ 
tutions that the Hebrew Bible focuses on almost exclusively and approves 
of, but from the whole range of “secular” activities of ordinary people in 
every conceivable everyday-life situation. The biblical texts were heavily 
edited right from the beginning, and they have undergone continual rein¬ 
terpretation by Synagogue and Church for 2,000 years and more. But what 
we call “the archaeological record” has not been edited by anyone. The ar¬ 
tifacts are, therefore, more “objective” than texts, at least until the modern 
interpretive process begins. Surely such an unbiased source provides a 
more comprehensive picture of what life was really like in ancient Israel 
than do the biblical texts. For several generations now, biblical scholars 
have sought what they call the Sitz im Leben , or “real-life setting” of texts. 
But in practice, this means only what I would call a Sitz im Literature — 
the literary context of the texts. Archaeology's goals in “reconstruction” are 
much more broadly cultural and truly historical. 

(3) I have already discussed the relatively late date of the biblical texts 
in their present form, restricted to about the latter one-third of Israel's his¬ 
tory and constituting contemporary “eye-witness” accounts only for that 
period. But archaeological artifacts, most short-lived, are by nature con¬ 
temporary with all the periods that we are seeking to reconstruct. That 
holds true except for a few “curated items.” Yet even these are found in 
contexts where they are reused, so whatever their original use they now re¬ 
flect the secondary period of use. Biblicists are sometimes skeptical of ar¬ 
chaeologists' relatively confident dating of artifacts, whole assemblages, 
and strata, which we usually date to a margin of error of no more than ±50 
years. (Strata are layers in which archaeological materials are found in an 
excavation.) But mainstream archaeological scholarship rarely disagrees 
even that much, thanks to modern means of dating, including increasingly 
scientific methods such as Carbon 14 dating. Meanwhile, biblical scholars 
disagree over the dating of the major biblical texts by centuries . The “revi¬ 
sionists” go further; they opt for a Persian-Hellenistic date and thus dis¬ 
miss all the texts as after-the-fact. We archaeologists can certainly fix the 
chronology and thus the context of our archaeological data much better 
than that. 
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(4) I have argued that the biblical texts, produced by a small circle of 
literati, are elitist. Yet the archaeological data, as suggested above, are “pop¬ 
ulist” by nature. They are very broadly representative of every class of soci¬ 
ety, every profession, and in particular women, who are marginalized in 
the texts. The texts reflect special interest groups; the artifacts reflect ver¬ 
nacular culture. 

(5) The theological biases of the biblical texts and their “idealist” per¬ 
spectives means that they reflect ancient editorial decisions, and they are 
therefore vulnerable to modern interpretative decisions. The “facts” in 
biblical studies always seem to be in dispute. But as Albright pointed out 
long ago, at the beginning of the “archaeological revolution,” our finds 
constitute realm. They constitute tangible remains, facts on the ground 
that often produce an interpretive consensus. I could list hundreds and 
hundreds of such indisputable facts, unlike “the assured results of biblical 
scholarship” that change every generation. Artifacts do require interpreta¬ 
tion, of course; pots don't come with a label attached. But it is possible to 
identify with certainty that a particular vessel is a cooking pot — a parallel 
“text to be read” as I shall show below in speaking of “objectivity” 

(6) Finally, the Hebrew Bible, as we have seen, is largely “theocratic 
history,” with all the problems that poses. Archaeology, on the other hand, 
produces a “secular history” of ancient Israel that I would argue is often 
more realistic, more comprehensive, better balanced, and ultimately more 
satisfying. It is certainly so for the understanding of folk religion. 


Depreciating Archaeology: Who and Why 

If archaeological data are so potentially powerful for illuminating the Isra¬ 
elite cult, why the neglect among biblical scholars that I have mentioned 
(Chapter II) in my critique of mainstream works? Much of the failure to 
take archaeological data seriously stems simply, I regret to say, from a lack 
of understanding about what archaeology is and does. Biblical scholars 
typically acknowledge that archaeology may provide some raw data. But 
they argue that the “subjectivity” of all interpretation prohibits us from 
gaining any useful information. It is claimed that excavations “rarely con¬ 
firm or discredit discrete events” (Knoppers 1999:211). More specifically, 
Niditch's Ancient Israelite Religion asserts of archaeological information 
that it is “fragmentary and presents no real set of beliefs or world views, no 
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real answers to complex questions about Israel's religious tradition” 
(1997:25). Smith's recent major work does not even mention archaeology 
(only some archaeologists) in surveying trends since 1990. He states of our 
difficulty in really understanding Israelite religion that archaeology re¬ 
quires interpretation and “can alleviate only some of the difficulty'' 
(2002a:xxiii). Even conservative scholars, who have typically applauded ar¬ 
chaeology for “proving the Bible,” are often skeptical nowadays. Thus 
K. Lawson Younger declares that “Syro-Palestinian archaeology itself is in¬ 
fused with many subjective assumptions derived from various, and some¬ 
times contradictory, philosophical perspectives (including in many in¬ 
stances assumptions based on the Bible itself)” (1999:201). 

More significantly, a recent handbook, Can a “History of Israel” Be 
Written? (Grabbe 1997), contains essays by “revisionists” that are uni¬ 
formly negative about archaeology as a source. Grabbe opines that “a great 
deal of interpretation of artifactual and other evidence has directly de¬ 
pended on information found in the biblical text” (1998:24). This is simply 
not true. Carroll caustically dismisses “the current obsession that archae¬ 
ology can make good the defects of the Bible”: “archaeology produces only 
a 'bogus history"' (1997:90,93). Niehr declares of archaeological data that 
“compared to the written primary sources this evidence is a mute one so 
that deciphering these sources is still more open to misunderstanding than 
is the case with written sources” (1997:159). 

The two best recent works on Israelite religion overall, those of 
Albertz (1994) and Miller (2000), do cite a commendable amount of ar¬ 
chaeological data (above). But both are reluctant to make direct connec¬ 
tions with religious belief and practices. That is, they do not see how to 
make inferences about behavior, which is just what archaeologists do all the 
time. Miller, for instance, repeats the canard of many others when he says 
of archaeology that “the interpretive task is as large or larger than it is for 
written remains.” Again, “our judgment about the artifactual comes from 
what we know of the literature, both biblical and extrabiblical” (20oo:xvi). 

The biblical “revisionists,” skeptical of anything and everything to 
the point of being nihilists, have an unusual take here. As “historians” who 
have rejected the Hebrew Bible altogether as a source, they would appear 
to fall back necessarily on archaeology as their only other possible source. 
Some, like Thompson, do invoke archaeology; but then they caricature it 
so that it is indeed useless, as in his The Mythic Past: Biblical Archaeology 
and the Myth of Israel (1999). Whitelam's The Invention of Israel: The Si- 
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lencing of Palestinian History (1996) goes even further in maligning archae¬ 
ology and archaeologists. Lemche is less negative, but he, too, regards ar¬ 
chaeological data as largely “mute” without written remains (1998:30). 
Davies’ In Search of “Ancient Israel” (1992) simply ignores archaeology alto¬ 
gether as irrelevant. At least that is more honest. 

Not surprisingly, recent works of the “Freibourg” art-historical 
school (above) utilize archaeology much more seriously, and expertly. An 
example is the iconographic treatment of Keel and Uehlinger, who have no 
hesitation in identifying archaeology as a “primary source,” as supplying 
the “missing pieces of the puzzle” (1998:2, 5). That is precisely my position 
here as an archaeologist. Several of the essays in Only One God? (Becking 
and others 2001), although they are by biblicists and theologians, are just 
as explicit, especially the detailed survey by Vriezen, “Archaeological Traces 
of Cult in Ancient Israel” (2001:45-80). Hadley’s work on Asherah likewise 
is dependent upon the archaeological as well as the textual data (although 
she, too, is primarily a biblical scholar). In addition, the sensitivity of the 
authors in Only One God? and of Hadley to the archaeological evidence for 
a cult of Asherah was anticipated at least implicitly in the writings of femi¬ 
nist scholars like Phyllis Bird and Carol Meyers (Chapter II), as well as in 
the work of other women scholars. 

Finally, several other scholars who have dealt increasingly with folk 
religion have seen the potential of archaeology. One of the pioneers, van 
der Toorn, made only minimal use of such data in his first work (1994). But 
later he was much more positive about such data in emphasizing the limi¬ 
tations of “book religion” (1997; Chapter II above). On the other hand, 
Berlinerblau, one of the first scholars to address the topic of folk religion 
explicitly (although criticizing the terminology; above), looks hopefully to 
archaeological discoveries but thinks that they “will not be immediately, or 
abundantly, forthcoming” (1996:170). He advocates, rather, a “new ap¬ 
proach” now. I agree with that, at least. 

I have suggested that the obliviousness of most biblical scholars to 
archaeological data is due to their being uninformed. Yet that is hardly an 
excuse for “scholars.” Some archaeologists read in their field. As for dia¬ 
logue, I and other archaeologists have been drawing attention to the rich 
archaeological data for at least a generation now. In addition to several ex¬ 
tensive recent handbooks (routinely ignored by the works criticized in 
Chapter II), there have been several periodic “state-of-the-art” surveys in 
recent years. For instance, I myself have written nearly a dozen of these in 


78 



Sources and Methods for the Study of Ancient Israel's Religions 


the last 20 years (especially 1985; 1992; 2000), plus many more articles spe¬ 
cifically on the relation of archaeology to the study of Israelite religion. In 
fact, I was the first to argue for a “cult of Asherah” in ancient Israel (1984), 
based on the newer archaeological evidence. That was heresy 20 years ago, 
but now it is so taken for granted that most biblical scholars have forgotten 
where the idea originated. 

Yet despite our publications in mainstream journals, symposia vol¬ 
umes, and standard biblical dictionaries and encyclopedias, biblical schol¬ 
ars rarely even cite any of this material. Most of the publications I discuss 
here cite only the publication of my Kh. el-Qom inscription (below), none 
of my many theoretical, methodological, and programmatic essays. As for 
my repeated call for a dialogue between archaeology and biblical scholars 
(since 1973), virtually no biblical scholar has even mentioned such a desid¬ 
eratum. Halpern (1997) and Keel and Uehlinger (1998:4, 5) are rare excep¬ 
tions. 

Is the neglect of archaeology by biblicists as naive, as innocent, as all 
this suggests? Perhaps not. First, in some instances, as among the “revi¬ 
sionists,” we meet not merely with neglect, but with thinly-disguised hos¬ 
tility. Here I can only surmise that these ideologically-driven scholars 
know intuitively that it is their Israel that has been “invented,” not ours. 
Perhaps a real, archaeological Israel and its witness to the vitality of reli¬ 
gion would be inconvenient for their theories. As for a few textually ori¬ 
ented scholars, mainstream biblicists, I have the sense, fair or not, that they 
are on the defensive, defending a “turf” that they control against an unwel¬ 
come intruder. (What if archaeology really were a “primary source”?) 
Finally, for some of the hardcore theologians discussed above, their as¬ 
sumption is that religion is all about elegant intellectual formulations; 
don't bother them with the rather messy reality. 


Setting the (Archaeological) Record Straight 

To give the skeptics and hold-outs discussed here the benefit of the doubt, 
is there any validity to their “minimalist” view of archaeology? There is 
none whatsoever, for anyone who knows the first thing about archaeology 
today. 

(1) In the first place, the portraits of archaeology by some biblicists 
are caricatures, especially those of the “revisionists” This is largely because 


79 



DID GOD HAVE A WIFE? 


their target is an old-fashioned kind of prove-the-Bible “biblical archaeol¬ 
ogy” that was long ago discredited in archaeological circles. More than 30 
years ago, for instance, I observed the death of traditional “biblical archae¬ 
ology” and wrote its obituary (Dever 2000 and references there back to 
1973> 1985). It is true that there followed a period of controversy, with fun¬ 
damentalists and even a few mainstream biblical scholars protesting what 
they thought was the loss of the biblical connection. But professional ar¬ 
chaeologists by and large agreed; and in the end, few mourned the passing 
of an amateur enterprise that had really been a branch of biblical studies, 
not of archaeology. For at least 20 years, “Syro-Palestinian” archaeology, as 
it is now commonly called, has been a separate, professional, secular disci¬ 
pline — freed at last to conduct a dialogue with biblical studies, no longer 
one of two monologues. The term “biblical archaeology” now designates 
only the dialogue between archaeology and biblical studies, documenting 
the “coming of age” of archaeology, and biblical scholars cannot be ex¬ 
cused for being unaware of the evolution of what is still a related disci¬ 
pline. 

It is this sort of ignorance that leads to diatribes like Thompson's in 
The Mythic Past: Biblical Archaeology and the Myth of Israel (1999). This 
book has nothing whatsoever to do with archaeology, at least as practiced 
by any archaeologist today. And Whitelam's The Invention of Ancient Israel 
(1996) is even more outrageous — a slanderous attack on Israeli archaeol¬ 
ogists and their American colleagues as “Zionists” (Whitelam's ideological 
agenda is transparent, as shown in Dever 2001.) Fortunately, these two 
scholars who think themselves provocateurs are marginal figures. 

(2) A common denominator of critics of archaeology is that artifacts, 
like texts, “require interpretation.” That is obvious, and hardly news to any 
archaeologist I know. But critics overlook the fact that the “hermeneutical 
(or interpretive) process” for both classes of data is very similar, since as I 
have shown elsewhere both are “texts” to be read, with closely comparable 
methods (Chapter II and Dever 1997a). 

(3) As for archaeology's being “mute,” I have dealt with that ill- 
informed and absurd notion above. The silence of the archaeological re¬ 
cord is deafening. Artifacts are at least as eloquent as the biblical texts; and 
their message is more varied, more reflective of “real life” The real issue is 
not what information is conveyed for history-writing, but what kind of 
history one wants. The Hebrew Bible writes mostly theocratic history, and 
biblical scholars resonating with that write mostly the history of theology ; 
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or “political history/' or occasionally narrative history. Yet there are many 
other kinds of history upon which one might focus. Here are only some of 
the above and other kinds of history: 

(1) “Political history”: largely the account of “Great Men” and their 
public deeds; it is usually chauvinistic, episodic, propagandistic. (2) “Narra¬ 
tive history”: a running history of events, largely descriptive; presumed to 
be factual, but selective, and rarely explanatory. (3) “Socio-economic his¬ 
tory”: a history of society and social institutions, including their economic 
foundations; focuses on family, clan, social classes, “mode of production” 
(sometimes Marxist), the State. (4) “Intellectual history”: the history of 
ideas, their context, their evolution, especially ideological and religious 
conceptions; this is primarily the history of texts, of the growth of literary 
traditions. (3) “Cultural history”: a larger, contextual, all-embracing evolu¬ 
tionary social history; it focuses on settlement type and distribution, de¬ 
mography, subsistence, socio-economic structure; political organization, 
and finally on “ethnicity.” (6) “Technological history”: a history of human 
manipulation of and adaptation to the environment and the transforma¬ 
tion of Nature through technological innovations; deals with the long-term 
“conditions of civilization/' (7) “Natural history”: a geographical history of 
the physical world, of the environment, of culture as ecological “adapta¬ 
tion”; Pliny's Historia naturalis . (8) “Material history”: the study of artifacts 
as “correlates of behavior”: a “history written from things.” 

It is clear that archaeologists are historians, simply students of hu¬ 
man culture over long time spans, basing themselves mostly on material 
culture remains (although not excluding texts when they find them, since 
these are also artifacts). And while they cannot presume to write all the 
types of histories as outlined above, archaeologists are well suited to cate¬ 
gory 2; and they are uniquely equipped for categories 3,5, 6,7, and 8. Only 
in categories 1 and 4 — political and intellectual history — are archaeolo¬ 
gists at a disadvantage vis-^i-vis textual historians. If all these “kinds” of 
history-writing are essential, and they are, then biblical scholars must en¬ 
gage in dialogue with archaeologists in the future. 


What Archaeology Can and Cannot Do 

I have taken some pains here to point out the limitations of the biblical 
texts for writing the history of ancient Israel or illuminating its religions. 
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And I have presented a “positivist” portrait of archaeology and its poten¬ 
tial that some (including many biblicists) will find unpersuasive. One 
critic has already characterized my view as “over-confidence” in the disci¬ 
pline of archaeology, a sort of “hard objectivism” (Younger 1999:201). But I 
have never argued that archaeology is “objective,” only that the interpreta¬ 
tion of its data is no more subjective than the interpretation of texts, or in¬ 
deed than is characteristic of any other social science discipline. It has of¬ 
ten been observed that archaeology is not a science but is more like an art- 
form. Still, I would argue that archaeology can be systematic, disciplined, 
explicit in its hypotheses and methods for testing them, and reasonably 
confident in judgments about “the balance of probability” — which is all 
that any other form of history-writing can claim. 

The issue of “objectivity” is indeed pertinent to all our related histor¬ 
ical disciplines, now more so than ever, largely because of the “revisionist” 
challenge. As with other postmodernists, the fundamental stance of bibli¬ 
cal scholars of this school is “incredulity toward all metanarratives ” Obvi¬ 
ously the Hebrew Bible is the great metanarrative of the Western cultural 
tradition, the overarching “story” that gives that tradition its presumable 
superiority and universal meaning. That is precisely what the biblical “re¬ 
visionists” reject. As with all claims to knowledge, any propositions about 
the history and religion of ancient Israel are merely “social constructs,” 
that is, fiction . As many of their publications declare, ancient Israel is a 
myth; it has been “invented” by Jews and Christians as a tortuous exercise 
in self-identity. 

The fundamental point here is the “revisionists'” assertion that in 
viewing the past no objectivity is possible. We, the subjects, are the ones 
who are doing the observing. So it is not the ancient facts (there are none) 
that determine our reconstructions, but our modern self-consciousness, 
our needs today, and particularly our ideology. Indeed, for the “revision¬ 
ists,” all readings of texts are about ideology — issues of race, gender, class, 
power, and ultimately politics. There is no “objective,” real world out there 
to be known, no Truth, so we have only our perceptions, always flawed. We 
can never know “how it really was in the past,” as former generations of 
scholars are said to have assumed (some actually did so). 

I have reviewed the fallacies of postmodernist theories of knowledge 
and the fad of biblical “revisionism” elsewhere at length, with particular 
references to their misuse of archaeology (Dever 2001). A few remarks will 
suffice here. (1) First, “ideology” has become the issue in a frenetically 
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skeptical age, almost to the exclusion of everything else. But why this 
should be so, and how the denial of traditional values and beliefs will usher 
in the utopia that postmodernists seem to envision, we are not told. It 
seems that there are no “facts” — except theirs. 

(2) Contrary to the “revisionists,” biblical criticism, of any school 
that I know, has never claimed to be “objective.” The distinguished Oxford 
professor emeritus James Barr has pointed out that that is a caricature 
(2000:50-53). And not since the death of 19th-century “positivism” have 
any respectable historians been naive enough to think that they could be 
entirely objective. All that good historians claim is that we must attempt to 
be objective overall, and that, as Barr says, some degree of objectivity is 
better than none at all. 

(3) The term “ideology” is always used by the “revisionists” in a nega¬ 
tive way — inevitable, but bad, ideally to be eliminated. That is because 
they typically define ideology in Marx's sense of “false consciousness,” that 
is, people's perceptions of the world that are not based on reality, but on 
the illusions that they require to sustain themselves and to order and con¬ 
trol society. But what is the “real world,” if there are no facts to be known? 
And if everything is ideology, why is the ideology of the “revisionists” any 
better than ours or anybody else's? 

(4) In any case, ideology is neither inevitable in its extreme manifes¬ 
tations — that is, “fanaticism” — nor is it always false. First, I concede that 
we all have an ideology, in the sense of a set of ideas with which we ap¬ 
proach any phenomenon or experience; but that does not make most of us 
ideologues. The noted anthropologist Clifford Geertz has caricatured this 
view as saying in effect: “I have a social philosophy; you have a political 
opinion; he has an ideology” (quoted in Brettler 1995:194). Second, an ide¬ 
ology, if it is essentially a set of beliefs, is not necessarily false. Some beliefs 
are truer than others, that is, based on better facts. Others reflect, if not so¬ 
cial realities, then at least the realities of the believer's own world. It all de¬ 
pends upon what one thinks the “real world” is. 

The specific issue here is whether archaeology as a historical disci¬ 
pline, can or should be objective, whether modern ideologies do not inevi¬ 
tably compromise its inquiries into the past. Unless we can answer this 
question, our look here at the ideology of ancient Israelites — their view of 
the world, their religious beliefs and practices — will be as illusory as 
theirs. (It is no coincidence that in rewriting the history of ancient Israel 
the “revisionists” rarely treat religion: they cannot.) 
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Whether or not archaeology can write history all depends upon what 
one means by “history,” as I have argued above. One widespread definition 
is that of the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga: “History is the intellectual 
form in which a civilization renders account to itself of its past” (quoted in 
Brettler 1995:11). But this may imply, as above, that history is not about ob¬ 
jective facts, only about our own subjective needs. I assume rather that his¬ 
tory is about both , in proper balance Therefore, I do not deny the role of 
ideology, but I will regard it positively, in the sense of the French historian 
George Duby as 

A system (possessing its own logic and structure) of representations 
(images, myths, ideas or concepts) existing or playing a historical role 
within a given society (quoted in Brettler 1995:13). 

If religion, even in its practical expression as cultic activity, is about ideol¬ 
ogy, then that is what we shall seek to understand here. Whether that ideol¬ 
ogy is “true,” I leave to the reader, since mine is a descriptive task. 

But ours is also a historical task, if the description of ancient religions 
is not to be mere fancy, what we may want it to be. That raises the question 
of method, as well as the sources which I have been outlining here, and the 
motivation (or ideology) of individual writers (below). The outcome of 
any history will be governed, and even determined in large part, by these 
variables, not just by the available “facts ” The historiographical model that 
I as an archaeologist have long used is what might be called the “jurispru¬ 
dence” model, influenced to some degree by the idealist British philoso¬ 
pher of history R. G. Collingwood (see his classic work The Idea of History, 
1946). The essential working assumptions of this model for history-writing 
are these: 

(1) The historian is best understood as first a detective, then a juror ren¬ 
dering a judgment. 

(2) The basic task is that of evaluating all the evidence, direct and indi¬ 
rect. 

(3) The jury consists of oneself and one's peers, that is, readers, who 
must be convinced. 

(4) The trial entails interrogating the witnesses, texts and artifacts, the 
historian acting both as prosecuting and defending attorney. 

(5) The judge is history itself, that is, posterity. 
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(6) The judgment cannot claim absolute truth, since that is known only 
to the one on trial, the “past” 

(7) Justice therefore, a “right reading,” consists of a judgment based 
largely on the “preponderance of the evidence,” the result being a 
verdict sustainable “beyond a reasonable doubt” 

Using the jurisprudence model, I think that even though we cannot 
re-create the past, we can arrive at an understanding of the past that is ra¬ 
tional, and not ideologically driven; defensible, yet open to criticism (see 
further Brettler 1995:142-44). 

I am insisting here that archaeology in particular deals with a tangi¬ 
ble , real world . Yet readers may not be convinced by my arguments that the 
interpretation of archaeological artifacts is more “objective,” and therefore 
often more trustworthy, than the interpretation of biblical and other texts. 
So let me propose a practical test for evaluating the “factuality” of our two 
sources for reconstructing the realities of everyday life in ancient Israel. 

Let us reconstruct an imaginary text about an ancient Israelite 
cooking pot and its uses in the 8th century b.c. The owner or “author” 
might describe, for instance, (1) the cooking pot itself, what it looked like 
and how it was made; (2) how he or she had acquired it; (3) the food that 
was cooked in the pot and how it was prepared: (4) what the hearth was 
like and the time of cooking; (5) the way the meal was served and re¬ 
ceived. But would such a text really be a trustworthy, “objective” account? 
One might observe that the “author” may not have actually witnessed any 
of these purported events, but was simply producing an imaginative liter¬ 
ary account. Or, even if basically factual, this story might not give us any 
indication of the writer's biases. Did he or she like this cuisine at all? 
Finally, this narrative may not be about “food” at all, but may be a meta¬ 
phor for something else (like the biblical parables), such as “the nourish¬ 
ment of the soul ” In short, this text, like many others, may not reflect an 
“objective reality,” but rather a subjective perception. And the reading of 
this text may not be about facts as much as it is about perceptions and in¬ 
terpretations — ancient and modern. Thus, despite the confidence of 
many textual scholars in their hermeneutical principles, as opposed to the 
supposedly “subjective” interpretative principles acknowledged by ar¬ 
chaeologists, there is no assurance that we have arrived at the objective 
“truth” of the matter. 

Now for purposes of comparison, let us look at something real, 
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something tangible rather than theoretical: an actual 8th-century b.c. 
cooking pot, another witness to “meaning.” Questions of “subjective inter¬ 
pretation” aside, what if anything can we actually learn from this alternate 
witness to ancient cooking and eating? I would argue that in this case we 
can know with near-scientific certainty the following: This vessel is a “cook¬ 
ing pot”; it imitates an older prototype, one that we can easily illustrate; 
the clay is from local clay beds; the pot is wheel-made; it was fired at a cer¬ 
tain temperature in the kiln; it was probably made by a woman in a village 
workshop (to judge from ethnography); it was used for certain specific 
foods; it comes either from Israel or Judah; and it dates to a very narrow 
time period. It is even possible to show what the cooking pot “means” 
within the context of its own economy and society, since it is what archae¬ 
ologists call a “type-fossil ” Such knowledge is not altogether scientific, but 
it is empirically based, not merely speculative. It conforms to the “juris¬ 
prudence” model of history-writing discussed above. 

Above all, this case study shows that whatever role ideology may play 
in the production and interpretation of texts, it does not always play any 
significant role with artifacts and their analysis. Our cooking pot does not 
have any “ideology” The maker no doubt did have in mind what archaeol¬ 
ogists call a “mental template,” a commonly shared idea of what an 8th- 
century cooking pot ought to look like. But such a notion of cultural 
norms is hardly an idiosyncratic, oppressive “ideology.” And this notion is 
in fact a reality ; in that it depends not simply on “social constructs” but on 
actual earlier vessels or prototypes that we can prove were slavishly copied 
over long periods of time. That is called comparative ceramic typology — 
a major tool of modern archaeology — and it is much more “scientific” 
than the “typologies of ideas” typically employed by textual scholars. It 
deals with realia, the interpretation of which sometimes can be objective. 

Here is another cautious observation on the interpretation of texts 
and artifacts. It is important to remember that a biblical text itself is a 
“story,” already an interpretation , as virtually all scholars today agree. It is 
not an objective factual report of things exactly as they happened (if they 
happened at all). Therefore, any later interpretation — ancient or modern; 
Jewish, Christian or other — is an interpretation of an interpretation. The 
result suffers from a double subjective interpretative process. But our cook¬ 
ing pot is pristine when dug up, not a theoretical “interpretation” of any¬ 
thing, only the embodiment of a common conception of what really did 
exist after all: a standard repertoire of 8th-century b.c. cooking pots. Our 
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understanding, once we dig up the cooking pot and begin to study it, does 
rest upon an interpretation. But this is first-hand, subject to modern , more 
quantifiable rules. We are not simply at the mercy of ancient interpreta¬ 
tions, unable to penetrate behind them to some original reality that the 
writers presumably knew but disguised in their deliberate or unintentional 
ideological agenda. 


Why Another History? 

Dealing with the issues of ideology and objectivity raises another, related 
question, perhaps even more fundamental: that of motivation. Given all 
the pitfalls of investigating ancient Israelite religions, why would anyone 
bother? In other words, who writes such histories, and why? Few seem to 
have raised these questions, but I think that they are both interesting and 
instructive in our case. 

The basic facts are clear and beyond dispute. (1) All “Old Testament 
theologies” over the past two centuries have by definition been written by 
male Christian Old Testament scholars, many of them ordained clergy¬ 
men, and most of them seminary professors or members of university the¬ 
ology and religion faculties. There have been only a handful of Roman 
Catholic writers, all marginal, and, of course, no Jewish scholars at all. In 
fact, several prominent Jewish scholars have specifically disavowed any 
“biblical theology” and have sharply criticized the whole movement, such 
as Harvard's Jon Levenson in his article “Why Jews Are Not Interested in 
Biblical Theology” (1993). His points are the same as mine here: (1) this has 
been from the beginning a Christian apologetic enterprise; and (2) such 
approaches to the Hebrew Bible (sic) can be either “theological” or “histor¬ 
ical,” but they cannot be both, that is, truly historical. That position is typi¬ 
cally Jewish, the lone dissenting voice being that of the Israeli scholar 
Moshe Goshen-Gottestein, who has suggested that a Jewish “Tanakh the¬ 
ology” might be possible (“Tanakh” is a common Jewish term for the He¬ 
brew Bible). 

(2) In the “history of religions” and sociological approaches, again 
most scholars have been at least nominally Christian; a few have been sec¬ 
ularists. No full-scale Jewish history can be cited except the 1935-55 multi- 
volume work in modern Hebrew by Yehezkel Kaufmann, abridged by 
Moshe Greenberg in a one-volume English version in i960 as The Religion 
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of Israel While “conservative,” this is not an Orthodox treatment as many 
suppose. Kaufmann was not religious, avoided theological discussions, 
and accepted modern critical scholarship. He did, however, argue that an¬ 
cient Israel was monotheistic from earliest times (below). Women are rep¬ 
resented only by Susan Ackerman (1992) and Susan Niditch (1997; but see 
also the Jewish Study Bible , 2000-2005). 

(3) In more recent writing on folk religion, I can find no Jewish 
scholars except Berlinerblau (1996), who is a secularist. But Raphael Patai's 
The Hebrew Goddess (1967/1990) was an astonishing early work (below). 

(4) No archaeologist — Israeli, European, or American — has ever 
written on ancient Israelite religion. At best a few Israelis have published 
descriptive presentations of some of the discoveries that I shall treat in 
Chapter V. Israeli archaeologists, in particular, have an aversion to the sub¬ 
ject of religion. They are virtually all secularists, who have had to fight the 
attempt of the Orthodox religious establishment in Israel to halt all ar¬ 
chaeological activities. Raz Kletter's synthetic work on the female figurines 
(1996) is a notable exception. Women Israeli archaeologists are scarcely 
represented even at this elementary level (but see Ruth Hestrin 1987; 1991; 
below, Chapter VII). Only a few American Conservative and Reform Jew¬ 
ish archaeologists have shown any interest in our subject (among them 
Carol Meyers). 

Are there any revealing “patterns” here? Any clue to ideological bi¬ 
ases that could affect the outcome? I can only suggest a few possibilities. 
(1) One is that the overwhelmingly Christian and conservative interest in 
the history of such studies is likely due to the conviction that revelation 
and “biblical faith” — God's mighty acts in history, and their conse¬ 
quences — originate in ancient Israel's religious life, institutions, and 
Scriptures. Jews outside the Orthodox tradition are not bound by such as¬ 
sumptions. And secularists either don't care, or reject these assumptions 
completely. 

(2) The striking lack of interest among archaeologists, who now con¬ 
trol much of the basic data, as I argue, is harder to explain. I have noted 
reasons for the Israeli indifference above. But my generation of American 
Syro-Palestinian archaeologists nearly all came out of the “biblical archae¬ 
ology” movement, that is, from biblical and even clerical backgrounds. I 
can only theorize that most archaeologists are still principally technicians 
— increasingly good at the basic tasks of excavating, recording, and pub¬ 
lishing the raw data. But they are not trained as historians, much less as 
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philosophers of history; and they are rarely disposed to ask the “Big Ques¬ 
tions” That is a pity. 

So why am I attempting what will have to presume to be a pioneering 
work, however modest and preliminary? Because it is time. And because 
perhaps I seem to have a unique background and experience (Introduc¬ 
tion). I can wear a clerical miter; a yarmulke; or no hat at all. So let us pro¬ 
ceed to what I hope can be a relatively unbiased look at the evidence for 
folk religion. 
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The Hebrew Bible: Religious Reality 
or Theological Ideal? 


I have already stressed that there is a rather sharp dichotomy between what 
most of the writers and editors of the Hebrew Bible prescribe as the “reli¬ 
gion of Israel” and what we can now describe as the reality of religious 
practices in many other circles. This is the crux of the contrast that I have 
posed between “Book religion” and “folk religion ” the latter being what I 
shall try to characterize here largely on the basis of the archaeological re¬ 
mains. Thus in my view, the Hebrew Bible's portrait of the religions of Is¬ 
rael is problematic because it is so “idealistic” — that is, so narrowly theo¬ 
logical in intent (even if not in the sense of modern, systematic “biblical 
theology”; Chapter II). 

Yet in insisting upon the theoretical, largely impractical nature of the 
religious ideals in the Hebrew Bible, produced by urban elites, we must not 
dismiss the theological ideals altogether. After all, people, even uneducated 
and unsophisticated people in the countryside, did have religious ideas 
and beliefs. However vague and inarticulate these beliefs may have been, 
they informed their religious practices. And even if not derived from the 
biblical literature (mostly late), these popular, “unorthodox” beliefs were 
probably related in some way to the textual tradition. That would apply 
particularly to the long, older oral traditions that lay behind the literary 
tradition and indeed may go all the way back to Israel's origins at the be¬ 
ginning of the Iron Age (ca. 1200 b . c .). What, then, are the essentials of Is¬ 
raelite “Book religion,” and also the fundamental building blocks upon 
which all later “biblical theologies” are constructed? 

The literary process that formed the Hebrew Bible as we now have it 
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stretches over many centuries, is exceedingly complex, and includes many 
diverse traditions (Chapter III). Yet there is a scholarly consensus that bib¬ 
lical literature includes the following motifs or theological propositions. 

(1) The revelation of God (“El”) to Abraham in Mesopotamia, his call 
for the ancestors to journey to Canaan in faith, and his promise to 
make their descendants a great multitude. 

(2) The promise of the Land repeated to Patriarchs and Matriarchs by 
God (now named “Yahweh”), who has chosen Israel as his own ex¬ 
clusive people. 

(3) Liberation from Egyptian bondage as a sign of Yahweh's power and 
grace. 

(4) The giving of the Torah at Sinai and the peoples' covenant with 
Yahweh; obedience as “holiness” (ritual purity) and sacrifice. 

(5) The conquest and inheritance of the Land of Canaan as the fulfill¬ 
ment of promise and the symbol of Israel's destiny among the na¬ 
tions. 

(6) Jerusalem (“Zion") as the eternal abode of Yahweh, the seat of the 
Davidic line of kings on the throne, and the locus of the Levitical 
priestly authority. 

(7) The primacy of faith in and loyalty to Yahweh alone, enshrined in the 
keeping of the “Torah" and the teachings of the prophets. 

At the very least there is some reason for moderns, critical scholars or 
not, to regard these biblical propositions with some hesitancy. Several of 
them are unlikely to be grounded in actual historical facts (the conquest of 
all Canaan; exclusive monotheism from the beginning). Others are actually 
debatable on moral grounds (the annihilation of the Canaanite civilian 
population; God's “election" of Israel alone). And still other theological as¬ 
sertions rest entirely upon the ancients' assumption of direct, divine revela¬ 
tion (now known as the doctrine of “verbal inspiration") about which 
many people today have intellectual reservations (the call of Abraham; 
Yahweh's speaking in person to Moses; the miracles of the Exodus). Never¬ 
theless, these themes do represent the biblical ideal of religion, so we must 
take them seriously (if perhaps not necessarily literally). Above all, we must 
deal critically with the biblical texts as a possible witness to religious reali¬ 
ties, because not all of these texts are necessarily contemporary, nor are they 
of equal historical value. Let us look first at the overall biblical language. 


91 



DID GOD HAVE A WIFE? 


PART I. 

CULTIC TERMINOLOGY IN THE HEBREW BIBLE 

The Hebrew Bible> not surprisingly, has hundreds of words that describe 
various aspects of the religious thought that pervades its discourse. Some 
of these terms may seem obscure to us, reflecting as they do the realities of 
ancient experiences, which are not ours and with which we find it hard to 
sympathize. Nevertheless, in view of the “phenomenological” and “func¬ 
tional” approaches outlined in Chapter I, let us look first at some biblical 
language and its apparent psychology (Part I); and then at the religious ac¬ 
tivities that are apparently being described (Part II). 


Bamoty or “High Places” 

The Hebrew Bible mentions “high places” used in cultic rites dozens of 
times, usually condemning them as reminiscent of pagan “Canaanite” 
practices and therefore forbidden. The usages of the Hebrew term bamah 
(pi. bamdt ), however, are far from uniform, and it is not even clear in some 
cases what the term actually means. The etymology of the Hebrew word is 
uncertain, but it can refer to “heights” generally. The word has few cog¬ 
nates elsewhere. But the evidence from some West Semitic dialects, pre¬ 
sumably related to earlier Canaanite, suggests the meaning “back,” as the 
back of an animal. The ancient biblical versions are vague, showing early 
confusion. The Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, called the Septua- 
gint, simply rendered the Hebrew term bamah as bama; and the Latin Vul¬ 
gate has excelsa, “height.” I suggest that further etymological analysis will 
not get us very far. 

It is usage — particularly the effort to connect this term with actual 
archaeological examples — that will prove more illuminating. There have 
indeed been several such efforts at correlating the textual and artifactual 
evidence, but these are very technical and in most cases reach no solution 
(below). The fact that few archaeologists have been involved in these efforts 
suggests to me the need for another attempt. 

A recent investigation, based on a Harvard dissertation, lays the 
proper foundations, Elizabeth LaRocca Pitts' “ 0 / Wood and Stone ”: The 
Significance of Israelite Cultic Items in the Bible and Its Early Interpreters 
(2001). LaRocca-Pitts' main points concern (1) the differing use of the 
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term bamah in the various strands of biblical literature discussed above 
(Chapter III: “J,” “E,” “Dtr,” and the prophetic literature); (2) the fact that 
high places were not always connected with the use of cultic statuary such 
as “standing stones” (below); (3) that there is no simple evolution from 
“pagan Canaanite” to “orthodox Yahwist” high places; and (4) that in gen¬ 
eral the high places were acceptable, at least tolerated, before the construc¬ 
tion of the Solomonic Temple, after which time their use in Israelite reli¬ 
gion gradually declined (2001:127-159). 

Despite the ambiguities of the translation of bamah as “high place,” I 
shall use the term here for convenience, pointing out, however, that it is 
something of a misnomer. It does not always refer to a hilltop sanctuary, as 
in the biblical condemnation of illicit worship “on every high hill and un¬ 
der every green tree” (I Kings 14:23; cf. Isaiah 57:5; Hosea 4:13, etc.). I shall 
regard a high place here simply as a specific type of public cult-place, usu¬ 
ally open-air, and typically prominently located. 

Several biblical references support this general description. I Samuel 
9:5-14 describes how Saul and his retainers approached a town looking for 
a “seer” and were directed toward a high place just inside the gate where 
sacrifices were being made, to which they “went up.” II Kings 23:8 is more 
specific in describing how losiah “broke down the high places of the gates 
that were at the entrance” of the city of Jerusalem. These appear to have 
been open-air shrines in large public plazas. But elsewhere high places may 
have been roofed, to judge from the report of Jeroboam's construction of 
“houses on high places” (I Kings 12:31). Hebrew bet bamothere could con¬ 
ceivably mean “temple-high places,” that is, high places functioning as a 
shrine or “temple.” Elsewhere, many passages speak not of natural hilltops 
themselves serving as shrines, but rather of high places being “con¬ 
structed” and “torn down,” indicating that they were constructed. 

Let me turn now to the use of the term bdmdh/bdmot in larger cul¬ 
tural and religious context to see how they are “phenomena ” First, bdmot 
are connected in many texts with non-Yahwistic practices that are viewed 
as a continuation of earlier, “pagan” influence from Canaanite deities and 
rituals. In these passages the bdmot are uniformly condemned, of course. 
Jeroboam, the northern kingdom's first king, is castigated for setting up 
“golden calves” at high places at Bethel in the south (an old cult center) 
and at Dan in the north, where incense was burned (I Kings 12:28-31; 
II Chronicles 11:15). Hoshea, the last king of the northern kingdom in Israel 
before its fall in 722/721 b.c., is blamed for the catastrophe because he “set 
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up pillars and Asherahs on every high hill and under every green tree, and 
there burned incense on all the high places” ( bdmdt; II Kings 17:10,11). As¬ 
sociated with the abominable high places in this text are also idol-worship; 
Ba'al worship; the veneration of “all the host of heaven”; “divination and 
sorcery”; and even child sacrifice (II Kings 17:16-18). 

The prophet Ezekiel in the early 6th century b.c. (6:3, 6) repeats the 
condemnation of high places and their altars (here specifically for incense) 
“upon every high hill, on all the mountain tops, under every green tree, 
and under every leafy oak” (cf. also Ezek. 16:16-22). One particularly fa¬ 
mous high place is singled out, actually named “Bamah” (Ezek. 20:29-31). 
Ezekiels contemporary Jeremiah also rails against the high places. He, too, 
specifies that the veneration of Canaanite deities there included child sac¬ 
rifice. This was especially true of the high place called “Tophet” below the 
Temple Mount in Jerusalem, where they “burned their sons and daughters 
in the fire” (Jer. 7:31; cf. 19:5 [“the high places of Ba'al”]; 32:35). 

In the late Judean monarchy (8th-7th century b.c.), the only two 
kings that the Deuteronomistic historians approved of were Hezekiah in 
the 8th century b.c. and Josiah in the late 7th century b.c. Both attempted 
to purge Israelite religion of “Canaanite” practices, partly under the influ¬ 
ence of the prophetic “Yahweh-alone” movement (below). Among their 
specific targets were the high places and the “asherahs,” the incense altars, 
and the other associated cult paraphernalia in the Temple (II Kings 18:3, 4; 
II Kings 23:4ff). I shall return to the detailed treatment the biblical writers 
give to the much-disputed “Josianic reform,” because apart from its pro¬ 
pagandist^ nature and agenda, their very condemnation of “folk reli¬ 
gion” inadvertently provides us with its best definition. Folk religion was, 
in fact, everything that Josiah and his reformist colleagues wanted to put a 
stop to. 

Curiously, polemics against the high places among the idealistic re¬ 
formers of the late monarchy are conspicuously absent in descriptions of 
religious life in the United Monarchy in the 10th century b.c. Saul visits a 
high place in a town in Judah to look for a “seer” at the local high place 
near the gate (above). The biblical writers relate this with no hint that such 
things were considered unorthodox then, despite their own opposition 
(I Samuel 9:5-14). Later Saul visits another apparently authorized high 
place at Bethel, on his way to being crowned king. There he is met by a 
band of prophets who differ in this case from the later, “classical” prophets 
by being ecstatics, put into a trance by musical instruments and dancing 
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wildly (I Samuel 10:1-5). Again, there is no hint that any of this is irregular, 
or “non-Yahwistic." 

Saul's successor David — a “man after God's own heart" — leaves 
Zadok the priest and his own men to visit the high place at Gibeon. There 
he offers animal sacrifices on the altar and appoints musicians for “sacred 
song." The writers even comment specifically that this was “according to 
all that is written in the law of the Lord which he commanded Israel" 
(I Chronicles 16:37-42). Even Solomon —builder of the Temple in Jerusa¬ 
lem — is described as going to the high place at Gibeon, along with the 
“whole assembly" of military and religious leaders of Israel, where the Ark 
of the Covenant was said to have been enshrined (as formerly at Shiloh; 
I Kings 3:3-15)- 

The acceptance of local high places and their legitimacy by the 
Deuteronomistic writers and editors of Joshua-Kings — the source of all 
the above texts (except Chronicles, which is dependent) — may seem sur¬ 
prising, given their single-minded agenda of centralizing all worship 
around the Temple in Jerusalem. But the explanation may be found in a ra¬ 
tionalization that is tucked away in a parenthetical comment in I Kings 3:3. 
Here the writers observe realistically that “the people were sacrificing at 
the high places, however, because no house (Temple) had yet been built for 
the name of the Lord” (I Kings 3:2). This is an interesting little “footnote,” 
because it shows that the writers and editors of the Hebrew Bible did pos¬ 
sess earlier information, contrary to the assertion of the “revisionists.” And 
rather than suppressing this information, they could incorporate it with 
some sophistication. 


Family and Household Shrines 

In ancient Israel there must also have existed household or private shrines, 
indeed in far greater numbers, especially before the building of the Jerusa¬ 
lem Temple. In combing the best sources for the period of the Judges 
(i2th-nth centuries b.c.), I find many references to family cultic activities 
even though the texts are later. There are only a few actual descriptions of 
the expected locations, however — for instance, in houses or courtyards. 
Yet there are several passages that do refer to household shrines (the He¬ 
brew would be miqdash, from a verb meaning to “set apart,” “make holy,” 
and thus “to consecrate”). 
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We have in Judges 17:4-6 references to ''graven and molten images” 
and "teraphim” (images) in a "shrine” (the Hebrew reads "a house of 
gods”) in the house of one Micah, along with an "ephod” or priestly gar¬ 
ment for one of his sons whom he has installed as a family priest. 

The story of Gideon's call by Yahweh to deliver his people contains an 
even more detailed description of a family cult (6:11-33). While plowing in 
the field, Gideon meets and speaks with an angel of Yahweh sitting under 
"the Oak at Ophrah,” probably an “asherah- tree” (below). As a token of his 
obedient response, he brings to the oak offerings of a roasted lamb and un¬ 
leavened cakes, placing them on a rock or altar-like platform, where they are 
miraculously consumed by fire. Gideon then builds a large altar to conse¬ 
crate this as a holy place, which is said still to stand at Ophrah "to this day” 
(that is, the writer's time). While this part of the story takes place in an open 
area, not in private, it nevertheless has to do clearly with the local family cus¬ 
toms of a rural, agricultural community. Gideon is a farm boy — his humble 
origins are the point of the story. The rest of the account, however, concerns 
a house-cult. Gideon goes from the field to his father's house, where he 
dwells with his family. And later that night, he is instructed by Yahweh to 
"pull down the altar of Ba'al which your father has, and cut down the 
'asherah' (or 'Asherah') that is beside it” (6:25). He is then to build a new altar 
and sacrifice a bull on it. Note here elements of the same combination of 
items that we have previously seen — a miqdash (although the term is not 
used here); an altar; and an "asherah,” together with animal sacrifices. 

Elsewhere in the book of Judges various religious activities are men¬ 
tioned that almost certainly took place in rural areas and were largely ob¬ 
servances typical of family cults. These include yearly festivals with feast¬ 
ing, dancing, and betrothals at Shiloh (21:16-24); animal and grain 
offerings presented upon an altar ("the rock to the Lord”) by Manoah and 
his family (13:15-21), as well as vows made by Manoah (13:2-7); gifts of silver 
consecrated to Yahweh (17:1-4); and laments for the dead, as in the infa¬ 
mous case of Jephthah's daughter (11:34-40; or, on an alternate reading, the 
"death” of pre-pubescence). 


Temples 

I have noted the Deuteronomistic "school” above (Chapter III). For the 
writers and editors of the orthodox history of Israel in Joshua through 
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Kings (all the textual evidence we have), there was only one temple, that 
constructed by Solomon under divine edict in Jerusalem. That was the in¬ 
flexible ideal, the way it was supposed to be. But was it the reality? And if 
so, what can we actually say about such a temple, the biblical descriptions 
of which sound so fantastic? 

I have treated the Solomonic Temple elsewhere in depth (Dever 
2001:144-157 and references there; add now Bloch-Smith 2002). Here let us 
look briefly at the biblical texts, mostly the detailed description of con¬ 
struction in I Kings 5-8. The main points concern the longitudinal shape 
and tripartite (three-room) plan of the building, with an inner sanctum at 
the rear; the construction of finely hewn masonry combined with carved 
and gilded wooden panels; and furnishings consisting of gold-overlaid 
wooden cherubs (or winged creatures) and bronze basins and brazier. The 
inner walls and the furniture featured several iconographic motifs: cher¬ 
ubs; palm trees; “open flowers” (lilies?); “chain work”; pomegranates; 
gourds; lions; and oxen. 

The plan of the building, the chisel-dressed masonry, and the various 
decorative motifs are all clearly of Phoenician inspiration, as we now 
know. They confirm the biblical account that “Hiram, King of Tyre” sup¬ 
plied Solomon with materials, craftsmen, and artisans (I Kings 5:1-12; 7:13, 
14). A number of 9th-8th century b.c. Phoenician-style temples are now 
known from modern-day Syria. Of particular significance is the well- 
preserved Aramaic temple of "Ain Der"a in northwestern Syria, which ex¬ 
hibits more than 50 almost exact parallels with the Jerusalem Temple as 
described in Kings. 

The biblical “revisionists” (above) insist that this “fantastic” Temple 
never existed and that the description was made up by the biblical writers 
living in the Persian or Hellenistic era centuries later. But the rich compar¬ 
ative archaeological data we now have from near-contemporary sources 
make it absurd to suggest that Solomon's Temple was “invented ” It still 
stood in the 7th century b.c. when the Deuteronomistic writers described 
it. And the elaborate details of their description could have come only from 
eyewitness sources. To be sure, some of the Hebrew words used in the bib¬ 
lical descriptions are rare, and textual scholars have had some difficulties 
in understanding them precisely. But to me as an archaeologist, these 
terms are all quite clear in the light of the many Iron Age parallels that we 
now have. This language is difficult only because these are technical terms 
for architecture and furniture, with which the biblical writers (and mod- 
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ern commentators) were largely unfamiliar (Dever 2001:145-153). But they 
were amazingly accurate in their description — even if they did paint the 
Temple, like Solomon, “larger than life” Once again, behind the obvious 
biblical propaganda (royalist here), we can discover some essential facts, 
especially with the help of archaeology. 

Yet two aspects of the biblical propaganda and the ideal must be 
questioned. (1) Was the Jerusalem Temple the only such temple during the 
monarchy, as the Deuteronomistic writers imply? (Presently I shall de¬ 
scribe at least one other full-fledged temple from the 8th-7th century b.c., 
at Arad.) (2) In addition, was the Jerusalem Temple — impressive as it was, 
and under royal patronage and priestly supervision — really the focus of 
national religious life? According to the biblical requirements, all males in 
Judah were to make three annual “pilgrimages” to Jerusalem to worship 
there. But it would be unrealistic to suppose that such a regulation ever 
was, or could be, entirely enforced. Many people in ancient Israel had 
probably never been to Jerusalem in their whole lives. And even if they did 
get there, they would not have been admitted to the Temple, the “house of 
the deity,” largely a royal chapel. 

It appears that whatever actually went on in the Jerusalem Temple 
and its precincts, the activities were conducted by and for a small priestly 
class, not even the majority of the small population resident in Jerusalem. 
For most people in ancient Israel, the Temple liturgy and the official Tem¬ 
ple theology of the orthodox parties who wrote the Bible were unknown, 
and they would have been irrelevant in any case. Despite the fact that many 
today still resonate with “Book religion,” it was not the real religion of an¬ 
cient Israel, at least for the majority. 


Cult Paraphernalia in the Hebrew Bible 

In surveying sanctuaries, shrines, and temples generally, we have encoun¬ 
tered a number of technical terms for the furnishings, or “paraphernalia,” 
that are commonly found associated with them, singly or more frequently 
in combination with each other. Apart from the general observations on 
the nature of the structures themselves, these specific items should offer us 
vital clues to the religious functions that were carried on at each place, 
which is our larger concern here. So let us look at some of the things found 
in the “holy places ” 
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(1) “Standing stones” The Hebrew term massebdh (from a verb 
meaning “to take a stand”) refers to a standing stone that was erected to 
serve various functions. It could be used as a boundary marker; as a vic¬ 
tory stela; or, as we shall use the term here, as an item of cultic furnishing. 
As with the term bdmdh, etymology is not definitive, so I shall concentrate 
on textual usage, particularly on identifying possible archaeological exam¬ 
ples (Chapter V). 

The biblical references to mdssebdt (the plural) in cultic usage nearly 
all suggest that the basic reference is to a stone erected to commemorate 
the appearance or presence of a deity (Genesis 28:18; a “theophany”). It is 
often connected with rites for making a covenant with the revealed deity. 
The covenants established with Yahweh by Jacob (Genesis 31:45), Moses 
(Exodus 24:4), and Joshua (Joshua 24:26, 27) are all illustrative. In addi¬ 
tion, mdssebdt usually appear as part of the furnishings of a typical high 
place (I Kings 14:23; II Kings 18:4; 23:13,14), or even of a temple (as in Jeru¬ 
salem: I Kings 16:32; II Kings 3:2), sometimes near an “idol” (Leviticus 26:1; 
Deuteronomy 7:5; 12:3; Micah 5:12). 

Despite ambiguities once again, the term massebdh does not denote 
an “idol” (there are other Hebrew terms for that), but rather a stone 
“stand-in” for a deity. It is perhaps not even a sort of aniconic or “non- 
anthropomorphic” symbol of the god himself (although it is a symbol). I 
shall use the term massebdh here to refer to any sort of deliberately erected 
stone — large or small, occurring singly or in multiples — that symbolizes 
the presence of a deity ; thought to be particularly visible and efficacious in 
this particular place. 

(2) Altars. The generic Hebrew term for altar, mizbeah , comes from a 
verb meaning to “slaughter,” that is, to make an animal sacrifice. (There 
are, however, other types of sacrifices; more on them below). Thus the ba¬ 
sic meaning of the biblical term is much less confusing than those dis¬ 
cussed above, and the connection with actual artifacts is somewhat easier. 
But in order to make any such connections, we need to distinguish several 
different types of altars, first in the textual usage. 

There are references to large outdoor altars constructed for general 
sacrifices, often burnt animals. These would include that built by Noah for 
offerings after the flood (Genesis 8:20); Abraham's altar erected upon his 
arrival at Shechem (Genesis 12:7), as well as others he set up at Bethel 
(Genesis 13:4) and Hebron (Genesis 13:18); and Moses' altar in the Sinai 
(Exodus 17:15). It seems significant that these simple “Canaanite”-style al- 
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tars are associated principally with the early stories of the Patriarchs, and 
they were probably made simply of earth and unhewn stone, erected out¬ 
doors. 

There are other large altars mentioned later in the monarchy that 
seem to be more structural and stylized, with four “horns” at the corners. 
These altars were no doubt fixed in place, either at outdoor shrines or in 
temples. Such altars were of stone, and some were large and heavy enough 
to have served as anchors in the Levitical “cities of refuge” and in the Jeru¬ 
salem Temple. There people seeking sanctuary could throw themselves 
onto the horns of the altar and plead for mercy (Exodus 21:14; I Kings 2:29- 
34). There are also wooden horned altars mentioned in connection with 
the Tabernacle in the Wilderness (Exodus 30:1, 2; 37:25-28), apparently 
both for animal sacrifice and for burning incense. 

Small portable four-horned altars are also attested archaeologically. 
These are now shown almost certainly to be for burning incense, as proven 
by both the biblical and the archaeological evidence (below). The Hebrew 
term hammanim denoting them is rare and occurs principally in very late 
literature, such as P and Chronicles. And it is significant that all the refer¬ 
ences condemn incense burning as “foreign” (such as Leviticus 26:30; 
II Chronicles 14:4; 34:4, 7; cf., earlier, Ezekiel 6:4-6 and Isaiah 17:8, 27:9). 

Finally, the existence of small portable altars can be inferred, also for 
burning incense. In II Kings 23:12 there is a reference to the use of a small 
altar on the roof of King Ahaz's palace. Confirmation of such usage has 
been found in a collapsed roof with an altar on it in the excavations at 
Ashkelon. From the postexilic period we have several such small limestone 
altars, often decorated with incised geometric patterns, one of which is in¬ 
scribed showing that it was used for incense. 

A clue to understanding the biblical altars, especially the larger ones, 
may lie in the fact that the biblical texts often locate them at the high 
places, as well as associating them with other cult paraphernalia such as 
the standing stones (above), the mysterious “asherah” (below); and some¬ 
times with cult statuary (which I shall discuss below under figurines). 
Such a consistent pattern of related artifacts constitutes what archaeolo¬ 
gists call an “assemblage,” and this is much more culturally significant than 
an artifact occurring alone or at random. Thus I shall return to ask what 
these things “mean” 

(3) “Asherahs” The Hebrew word * asherah , occurring over forty 
times in the Hebrew Bible, has long suggested to scholars some connection 
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with the well-known Canaanite Mother Goddess Asherah. The etymology 
of the Hebrew word is unclear, but it may derive from a verb meaning “to 
tread, go straight” The i4th-i3th-century b.c. Canaanite mythological 
texts from Ugarit on the coast of Syria portray Asherah there as “Lady 
Asherah of the Sea,” her name meaning (according to come scholars) “She 
Who Treads/Subdues Sea.” Her role in the cult is as the consort of El, the 
principal male deity of the pantheon, as “Mother of the Gods.” Later I shall 
take up the vexed problem of identifying Asherah as a specific deity in the 
Hebrew Bible directly (Chapter VI), but first let us look more closely at the 
biblical usage of the term ’ asherah . 

Much of the time the term ’asherah apparently refers to a wooden 
pole, or even a living tree. According to the several verbs used, this object 
should be cut down, chopped into pieces, and destroyed, probably by being 
burned. Thus it is clear that the ’asherim were prohibited cult symbols asso¬ 
ciated with “Canaanite” religious practices. But symbols of what , or whom? 
The biblical writers do not specify in any passage. It is simply assumed 
(1) that readers know what these things are; and (2) that they are obviously 
non-Yahwistic and therefore to be condemned. But the point here is that in 
all cases, the original consonantal text can be read either “the asherah” (the 
symbol) or as “Asherah” (the proper name of the Goddess herself). 

No one disputes the latter. It is context , or syntax, that governs the 
meaning. It is noteworthy that in at least a handful of cases, the term 
’asherah must refer to the Goddess Asherah herself, not merely to a “sym¬ 
bol ” Thus I Kings 15:13 describes “an abominable image made for 
Asherah”; one cannot make an “image” for an image (cf. also II Kings 21:7; 
23:4). I Kings 18:19 mentions “the four hundred and fifty prophets of Ba'al 
and the four hundred prophets of Asherah.” If “Ba'al” is a deity — as he 
certainly is, and well known in the Hebrew Bible — then so is “Asherah” 
(cf. II Kings 23:4). Judges 3:7 uses the plural form, ’ dsherdt , but so does it 
for Ba'al — “the Ba'als.” And again if “Ba'al” is a (pluriform) deity, so is 
“Asherah.” Some scholars, puzzled by the plural here, have sought to 
emend (or change) the Hebrew text from ’dsherdt to c ashtardt (making the 
name related to the word for “shame”; cf. also Judges 2:13; 10:6; I Samuel 
7:3, 4; 12:10). 

I would argue that the apparent ambiguity of the biblical texts here 
and there, as we now have them, is due to the authors’ and editors’ 
ambivalencies, as well as those of the medieval Masoretic scribes who 
added the vowel points. Originally the biblical writers were embarrassed 
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by the notion of a “Hebrew Goddess” but they could not condemn her and 
her cult without tacitly, but covertly, acknowledging her existence. Still, the 
less said the better! By the time the literary process had produced the final 
canonical texts, the old Mother Goddess had been driven underground 
and all but forgotten. Thus the final redactors of the Hebrew Bible did not 
know who “Asherah” had been, or whether she had existed at all. But the 
consonantal text — now Scripture — could not be altered. So the text we 
have implies that we are confronting in ’ asherah only a “symbol.” But 
again, a symbol of what? of whom? Functioning in what religious circles? 
And how did a “mere symbol” actually work? I believe that only archaeol¬ 
ogy, not the rather confused biblical texts, with their theological “squea- 
mishness,” can answer these questions (below). 

The above may seem largely speculation. Nevertheless, the way the 
ancient versions of the Bible rendered the Hebrew ’ asherim is revealing. 
The Greek Septuagint translation (dating from roughly the 2nd century 
B.c.), as well as the Latin Vulgate, were obviously much closer to the origi¬ 
nal, unvocalized Hebrew text than either the medieval Masoretes or we. 
And both understand ’ asherim as “groves,” that is, connected with trees. 
The Septuagint regularly translates * asherah with Greek alsos, “sacred 
grove; hallowed precinct”There are a few exceptions; two where dendron, 
“tree,” is used; and one where we have the goddess Astarte. (And the Septu¬ 
agint also translates bdmdh, "high place,” with ’alsos, so they saw both con¬ 
nected with trees.) The Latin Vulgate follows the Septuagint: locus, “sacred 
grove” (36 times); nemus, “forest” (3 times); and Ashtaroth (once). The an¬ 
cient versions are followed by the King James Version, which usually trans¬ 
lates ’ asherim as “groves,” keeping in mind the association of high places 
and asherahs with “every high hill and green tree.” Other ancient Jewish 
versions, such as the Mishnah (5th-6th centuries a.d.), understood the 
’asherim as connected with trees. 

Thus it seems clear that originally in ancient Israel there was a God¬ 
dess named “Asherah,” who was associated with living trees and hilltop 
forest sanctuaries, and who could sometimes be symbolized by a wooden 
pole or an image of a tree. This tradition concerning a goddess became 
anathema in time, however, and was perpetuated only in veiled references 
in the Hebrew Bible, in later Jewish tradition, amd in Jewish and Christian 
versions of the Hebrew Bible. I have called her “Asherah Abscondita.” But 
she would come back to life in modern times, resuscitated by archaeology 
(Chapter VI). 
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PART II. 

CULTIC ACTIVITIES IN THE HEBREW BIBLE 

My stated focus in this work is on “the practice of religion” that is, on the 
cult, based on material culture remains. We have surveyed the theoretical 
religious beliefs (or “theology”) in the Hebrew Bible. But let us look now 
at the biblical ideal of religious practices, before seeking that reality in ar¬ 
chaeology. 


The Sacrificial System 

The major cultic or liturgical activities prescribed in the Hebrew Bible un¬ 
der the general rubric of “worship” include first of all sacrifice. The “psy¬ 
chology of sacrifice” may seem complex, and it is in the literary tradition. 
In essence, however, a sacrifice is simply a gift presented to the gods. This 
gift is presumed to be relatively costly, and thus a proper tribute; a symbol 
appropriate to the wish or intent implied; and, hopefully, efficacious. This 
deeply rooted, universal human instinct to present offerings to the gods 
long preceded the Israelites in Canaan and in the West Semitic world gen¬ 
erally and is attested in some of our oldest written records. And, as we shall 
see, there was little that was innovative in the biblical sacrificial system, ex¬ 
cept, of course, its eventual focus on a single deity. 

The Hebrew Bible recognizes several acceptable forms of sacrifice. 
Here I shall only summarize briefly, referring the reader to some standard 
work for details (such as Albertz 1994; Miller 2000; and especially deVaux 
1962). 

(1) The first is the “burnt offering” (from the Hebrew verb c dla } “to 
go up”), or “holocaust.” In this offering, one of the “kosher” or permitted 
animals — sheep, goats, cattle, and birds — was slaughtered. Its blood was 
thrown around the altar, then the carcass was dismembered and all or 
parts of it burned on the altar, the rising smell said to be “a pleasing odor 
to the Lord ” Priestly supervision of the entire ritual is usually presupposed 
(but probably was not always involved). The blood was not to be con¬ 
sumed, for the Levitical principle was that “the life is in the blood,” and all 
life is God's. 

(2) A second type of sanctioned offering was the “cereal” or grain of¬ 
fering (minhd). Here wheat or barley, as well as flour, was usually mixed 
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with olive oil, together with an aromatic substance such as frankincense, 
and burned upon the altar. But leaven or yeast was strictly forbidden, as 
well as honey; the latter could, however, be offered separately as gifts of 
“first fruits” 

(3) Another type of sacrifice was the shelem offering. The translation 
of the term is much debated, but it seems to be related to shalom, “whole¬ 
ness, well-being” (eventually “peace”). It denotes in all likelihood an offer¬ 
ing that, perhaps in combination with other types of sacrifices, was de¬ 
signed to enhance general health, prosperity, and good fortune. Both 
priests and ordinary folk could consume the meat from these offerings. 
They could be presented either publicly or privately, intermittently or at 
regular festivals and celebratory occasions. 

(4) There were also “purification” offerings (hattd’t) that were in¬ 
tended to atone for specific sins, especially sins that made one “impure” and 
thus unable to appear in the sanctuary or Temple. The subject of “ritual pu¬ 
rity” is too complex to go into here (there is a vast literature). But the essen¬ 
tial idea, so foreign to most of us, was that not only did sinful acts, deliber¬ 
ate or unintentional, constitute an “impurity,” an offense to the deity, but so 
also did certain bodily conditions. Among these were menstruation, noc¬ 
turnal emissions, and coming into contact with the discharges accompany¬ 
ing childbirth or with a corpse. Eventually, the rites of purification and for¬ 
giveness of sins became enshrined in the rituals of the Day of Atonement 
(below). 

(5) “Reparation” offerings Cdshdm) were sacrifices to make restitu¬ 
tion to someone wronged by presenting a symbolic gift to God. The 
harmed individual could also be “compensated” with gifts of money or 
other items. 

(6) Other miscellaneous offerings included tithes; “freewill” offer¬ 
ings; “first fruits” of the harvest; thanksgiving offerings; votive gifts; and 
the like. It is even possible that child sacrifice was practiced on occasion in 
ancient Israel (below). 


Some Caveats Regarding Sacrifice 

All these sacrifices are outlined in detail (more than one wishes to know), 
principally in the very programmatic scheme presented in Leviticus 1-17. 
These texts, however, are regarded by most scholars as exilic and 
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postexilic, that is, dating from after the fall of Jerusalem in 586 b.c. If so, 
then they may have arisen largely out of what I call “nostalgia for a bibli¬ 
cal past that never was” That is, they would be not only highly artificial 
for any situation during the settlement horizon and the monarchy, but lit¬ 
tle more than priestly propaganda. On the other hand, some scholars hold 
that although the literary form and the rigid legislation are late (Leviticus 
stems from the “P” or priestly school; Chapter III), the contents may be 
earlier and may reflect customs dating from Israel's origins in the Sinai (if 
those are historical). 

We shall see presently whether archaeology can help to resolve the 
question of how “real” the sacrificial system was, and how early it may have 
been in operation, if at all. Meanwhile, it should be recalled that despite 
the presumed legitimacy and centrality of the Levitical and Deuter- 
onomistic sacrificial system during the monarchy, the prophetic move¬ 
ment could vigorously oppose sacrifice. Thus Amos, speaking for Yahweh, 
thunders: 

I hate, I despise your feasts, 
and I take no delight in your 
solemn assemblies. 

Even though you offer me your burnt 
Offerings and cereal offerings, 

I will not accept them, 

And the peace offerings of your fatted beasts I will not look upon. 

Take away from me the noise of your songs: 

To the melody of your harps I will not listen. (Amos 5:21-23) 

Yet the prophetic protest may be best understood in context as hyperbole 
— a rejection not so much of the sacrificial system per se as of the self- 
righteousness and hypocrisy that dependence upon it could produce. 
Above all, sacrifice — the ritual appeasement of Yahweh — was no substi¬ 
tute for genuine piety, which entailed charity toward others. As the passage 
in Amos declares in the very next sentence: 

But let justice roll down like waters, 

And righteousness like an everflowing stream. (Amos 5:24) 
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Prayers and Vows 

Another basic aspect of worship and piety in ancient Israelite religions 
would have been prayers, vows, and other ways of addressing and respond¬ 
ing to Yahweh, less “symbolic” and more directly verbal Yet the two would 
certainly have overlapped, since it was inevitable that words — various li¬ 
turgical formulae — would have accompanied acts of sacrifice in the cult. 
The Hebrew Bible, in fact, contains many such explicit formulaic prayers, 
such as blessings and curses; sayings for the offering of “first fruits”; and so 
forth. These and other prayers could be offered publicly or privately; indi¬ 
vidually or collectively; spoken or sung. The classical collection of Israelite 
prayers is, of course, the Book of Psalms. But there must have been hun¬ 
dreds of other popular prayers and songs of praise that have not survived. 
Certainly the collection that we happen to have is rich, varied, deeply mov¬ 
ing, and rightly beloved as a testament to religious faith by the ancients 
and moderns alike. There are, however, several limitations to the use of 
this literature here. 

First, although many of the Psalms are attributed to early figures like 
David or Solomon, that attribution is almost certainly fictional. The fact is 
that many of the Psalms in their present form are relatively late and may 
reflect mostly the religion of the late monarchy. That does not deny the 
many, sometimes astonishingly close comparisons of vocabulary, style, 
and thematic material between the biblical Psalms and the i4th-i3th- 
century Canaanite mythological poems from Ugarit in north Syria 
(Coogan 1978). The tradition of prayers and songs is obviously as old as re¬ 
ligion itself. But the literary tradition tends to be elitist. 

Second, the Psalms are literary works of the highest order, and it is 
hard to believe that many of them were even known to ordinary folk, 
much less regularly recited by them. These may have been largely prayers 
for the Jerusalem Temple and festivals connected with it. The pious im¬ 
pulses of the Psalms, however, were probably widespread even quite early, 
and they could go back to very old oral traditions of public and private 
worship. But we cannot be more specific than that about the “real life” set¬ 
tings or usage of the Psalms. 

Finally, however great a role prayer may have played in liturgical 
rites, it is invisible in the archaeological record with rare exceptions (but 
see Chapter VI on figurines as “prayers in clay”). As for vows, those have 
been treated by Berlinerblau, whose work I have discussed above. If vows 
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entailed carrying out extreme acts, the impact of these, too, would be diffi¬ 
cult to detect in material culture remains (but see below). 


Festivals 

The calendar in ancient Israel was, in effect, a liturgical calendar. It was 
based, however, on the annual cycle of nature, the principal agriculture 
seasons of which were already fixed in Canaanite culture. But they were 
borrowed and by now identified with specific events in Israel's own pecu¬ 
liar history. The seasonal feasts thus became celebrations not of Nature's 
cycles, but of “God's mighty acts in history," Israel's history. 

The scheme of major festivals in the Hebrew Bible (apart from the 
Sabbath) is as follows, although some are late historically. (For the 
Canaanite background, see Chapter VIII.) 

(1) Rosh ha-shanah (“head of the year"). This feast should come in 
early fall to coincide with the onset of the annual rainy season and the 
early planting of winter wheat. Since Israel had adopted a lunar calendar, 
New Year's could fall as early as September or as late as October. The fact is, 
however, that while such feasts were common everywhere in the ancient 
Near East, “New Year's" is not specifically mentioned by this name any¬ 
where in the biblical texts. Rosh ha-shanah thus may have been introduced 
only in postexilic times, becoming popular in later Judaism. Nevertheless, 
farmers would always have marked this season in some ritual way. 

(2) Sukkdt Almost contemporary with the New Year in the fall, 
whether specifically celebrated or not in ancient Israel, was Sukkdt 
(“booths," or “Tabernacles" in later Latin translations). It coincided with 
the fall harvest season, when grapes, melons, many fruits, and freshly- 
pressed olive oil made for a bountiful and joyous feast indeed. Thus it was 
sometimes called simply “Ingathering." (Our modern American equiva¬ 
lent, of course, would be Thanksgiving.) During this harvest season whole 
families (or even clans) of farmers and villagers would camp out in tents 
or huts in the fields, in order to guard and harvest the crops more effi¬ 
ciently. The formal celebration lasted for seven days and included music, 
dancing, and apparently a bit of good-natured drunkenness (cf. Eli's suspi¬ 
cion that Hannah was tipsy in I Samuel 1:14, 15). It was also a time when 
large families and clans got together, and young people were encouraged to 
wander off by themselves and perhaps indulge passions that might lead to 
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betrothal (Judges 21:19-21). The feast may originally have been the most 
important of all — “the Feast of Yahweh”— and it was supposed to be one 
of the two or three times when pilgrimages were made to the central sanc¬ 
tuary in Jerusalem. Yet its very nature as a universal harvest festival sug¬ 
gests that Sukkot would have been widely observed in the rural areas, ac¬ 
companied by rites typical of folk religion — perhaps with less formal 
theological justification, but with considerable spirit (or spirits). In the lit¬ 
erary tradition, however, Sukkdt> originally an old Canaanite fall harvest 
festival, became associated with the dwelling of the Israelites in Sinai in 
temporary “huts” Thus it was construed as a celebration of the giving of 
the Law. In later Jewish tradition, Simhat Torah , “Joy of the Torah,” was 
coupled with Sukkdt and celebrated at its end. 

(3) Pesach . This feast probably originated in the old Canaanite spring 
pastoral feast that featured the sacrifice of young lambs. In Israel, Pesach 
(etymology possibly “protect”) was combined with an old “feast of unleav¬ 
ened bread,” then “historicized” by connecting it with traditions of the 
Passover in Egypt, when the angel of death spared Israel's firstborn be¬ 
cause of the lamb's blood smeared on the doorways. It was to be celebrated 
at the full moon on the tenth day of the first month in spring (Abib). The 
principal rituals involved feasting on the symbol-laden lamb; remember¬ 
ing Israel's hardships in the wilderness by eating unleavened bread and bit¬ 
ter herbs; and renewing family and covenantal obligations. Passover was 
(and still is) primarily a family event, in which the whole extended familial 
group gathers around the Seder table, and even children participate. Some 
such festival must surely have been a vital part of folk religion in the rural 
areas. The Deuteronomistic histories late in the monarchy made Passover 
an annual pilgrimage festival, for which all males were supposed to come 
to the central sanctuary in Jerusalem, in keeping with their Temple theol¬ 
ogy (above). But as I have said, this was the ideal, not the reality for most 
people. 

(4) Shavuot . Shav'uot (“sevens”) follows Passover after seven weeks 
of seven days, plus one. It was a late spring-early summer festival, falling at 
the time of the all-important wheat and barley harvest. Like several other 
Israelite festivals, it had its origins in the old Canaanite agricultural calen¬ 
dar. This festival did not have an obvious connection to “salvation- 
history,” as Passover had. But, like that festival it, too, came to be associated 
with renewal of the covenant because of the “renewal” of the grain harvest. 
Shavuot may be of secondary importance in the literary tradition, al- 
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though it became one of the three “pilgrimage feasts/' But in a predomi¬ 
nantly agricultural economy and society, it would have played a much 
larger role, and a spring harvest festival would likely have been accompa¬ 
nied by the typical rites of folk religion. 

(5) Yom Kippur. The “Day of Atonement" (from a verb meaning “to 
cover") may have originated relatively late in the monarchy, or even in the 
exile. But in Jewish traditions it came to rank with Passover as one of the 
preeminent festivals (not really a “feast," since it mandated fasting). It was 
finally fixed in the fall, shortly before the New Year and came to be a time 
of reflection and repentance — of “New Year's resolutions," as it were. 
Whether this festival, more “theological" than “practical," played any role 
in ancient Israel is doubtful. 

(6) Other feasts and festivals. There are references in the Hebrew Bi¬ 
ble to celebrations of the New Moon. This is not surprising, given ancient 
Israel's lunar calendar, as well as the importance of the cycle of the moon 
for farmers. But these celebrations do not seem to have been formalized or 
historicized, much less connected with the Temple. Some scholars, espe¬ 
cially those of the “myth and ritual school" (Chapter II), have sought to re¬ 
construct an annual “enthronement festival" in which Yahweh was en¬ 
throned in his Temple, and the king as his divine representative was once 
again legitimated. There may be hints of this in some of the Psalms 
(Psalms 47, 68, 93, 96-99, etc.), but all this is very speculative. “Divine 
kingship," common elsewhere in the ancient Near East, was a notion for¬ 
eign to most of Israel's thinking. Yahweh was “king," and perhaps he was 
re-enthroned. Finally, there are several Jewish feasts that began only much 
later, such as Hanukkah, the “Festival of Lights,"connected with the purifi¬ 
cation of the Second Temple during the Maccabean wars in the second 
century b.c.; and Purim, to commemorate the supposed victory of Esther 
and Haman over the Persian king Ahasuerus. These festivals, however, 
have nothing to do with ancient Israel, and they are in fact based mostly on 
legends. 
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CHAPTER V 


Archaeological Evidence for 
Folk Religions in Ancient Israel 


For reasons that I have discussed thus far> it is difficult even for theology to 
“systematize” religion, particularly folk religion. This form of religious life 
was based not on the organization of theoretical principles, but rather on that 
most unorganized of all phenomena: human experience. Nevertheless, in or¬ 
der to present in a systematic way the archaeological evidence that we now 
have for folk religion, I shall try to group various types of data according to 
aspects of religious belief and practice that most analysts would recognize. 

At the outset, I stress that these categories are certainly not arranged 
in an order from greater to lesser importance (perhaps on the contrary), 
but proceed more from public to private observances. Also, since I am go¬ 
ing to organize the evidence topically, I shall sometimes lump together 
things all the way from early to late in Israelite history (i2th-7th century 
b.c.). That is defensible largely because folk religion is fundamentally con¬ 
servative and changes only slowly over time. In Chapter VIII, however, I 
will come back to chronology, which after all is basic to archaeology. There 
I will try to re-arrange the data so as to show something of the evolution of 
both “Book religion” and folk religion. 

The locus of religious life is any place deemed “holy” because it is 
thought to be where the gods dwell in a uniquely accessible way, and 
therefore it is set apart or “consecrated ” For purposes of analysis, one 
might distinguish between small, local shrines; open-air “cult places”; 
larger communal sanctuaries; and monumental temples (above). But 
such distinctions are somewhat artificial. What matters is the sense of 
the divine presence in any of these places. And in any case, we do not hap- 
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pen to have equivalent archaeological data for all these types of sacred 
installations. 


Local Shrines and Family Religion 

By a “shrine” I mean a local holy place that served either a nuclear family, 
or at most a small group of related families. We now have archaeological 
evidence of at least a dozen of these places, ranging in date from the 12th to 
the 7th centuries b.c. I will survey a few of these in order to give some idea 
of their common features, then proceed to speculate what went on at such 
places. Finally, we shall see if the biblical texts treated in Chapter IV, al¬ 
though mostly later, reflect any of the beliefs and practices of such shrines 
and folk religion. Here chronology may be significant. 



Major cuitic sites in ancient Israel, ca. 
i2th-6th centuries b.c. 
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“Cult Corner 2081” of Str. VA/IVB at Megiddo; 10th cent. b.c. 
Zevit 2001, Fig. 3.55 


(1) The earliest household shrine known is a two-room installation 
in a 12th-century b.c. domestic complex at the tiny village of Tell el- 
Wawiyat in lower Galilee in the Netofah valley near Nazareth. Among the 
“exotic” contents that are usually taken to denote cultic activities, there 
were a low column base; an ornamental basalt stone tripod bowl; a mold 
for making jewelry and bits of gold; and a broken female figurine 
(Nakhai 2001:173). It may well be, however, that Wawiyat (identification 
unknown) was still a predominantly “Canaanite” village at the very be¬ 
ginning of the Iron Age, as many Galilean sites were (Dever 2003:208- 
211). 

(2) In the i2th-nth century b.c., the small hilltop village of 'Ai north¬ 
east of Jerusalem was certainly Israelite. Here there was found a unique 
large room, “Room 65,” with low benches around the walls. The contents 
included specialized ceramic vessels, some of which would fit on the top of 
a cult stand; a cylindrical stand with open “windows” around the column 
and an enigmatic row of human feet around the bottom; two animal figu¬ 
rines; and bits of jewelry. 
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Above left , plan of gate shrine at Tell el-Far'ah; 10th cent, b.c.; 
above right , terra-cotta female figurine; below, Naos, or model shrine 
Chambon 1984, PI. 66 
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(3) Nearby and contemporary, Kh. Raddana (possibly biblical 
“Beeroth”) also had i2th-nth century b.c. household shrines in two build¬ 
ing complexes. Noteworthy are low “altar”-like stone platforms, and espe¬ 
cially a unique, large multi-handled bowl with bullhead spouts, probably 
for libation offerings. 

(4) In the 10th century b.c., the age of the United Monarchy, these 
“Canaanite” style shrines continued in use, even though according to the 
later texts of the Hebrew Bible all worship was to have been centralized in 
Jerusalem under priestly authority. The “cult corners” of two Str. VA-IVB 
buildings at Megiddo, along the southern reaches of the Jezreel Valley, are 
especially well preserved. “Shrine 2048” was in the entrance hall of a large, 
well-constructed building. A doorway led into an adjoining chamber, 
flanked by two standing stones ( massebot; above). A four-horned altar had 
once stood in this room. Objects from the main room included two other 
horned altars; a stone offering table, stand, tripod mortar and pestles; ce¬ 
ramic offering stands, juglets and other vessels; quantities of burned grain; 
and a bowl containing sheep and goat astragali (knucklebones). Another 
installation, “Shrine 228,” contained an offering basin, table, and bench; 
several standing stones; stone mortars and pestles; horned altars; a terra 
cotta model; and a possible male figurine. This shrine appears to have been 
deliberately put out of use. 

(5) Tel Rehov in the northern Jordan Valley, biblical “Rehov,” has an 
initial 10th-century b.c. Israelite level (Str. V). From this period comes a 
small shrine adjacent to a large courtyard in the lower city. Associated with 
the shrine were a stone altar on a mudbrick platform, flanked by four 
rough standing stones and a stone-supported “offering table.” Near the 
platform there were found a square, fenestrated cult stand; several chalices; 
animal and female figurines; several seals, and the head of a bronze bull. 
The nearby courtyard produced evidence for the preparation of “sacred 
meals,” including a large quantity of wild goat bones (Mazar 1999; Mazar 
and Camp 2000). 

(6) To the west, in the Jezreel Valley, the small 10th-century b.c. Isra¬ 
elite village of Tel 'Amal (Str. Ill) yielded evidence of another local shrine. 
A three-room building with a long history yielded votive vessels; a ceramic 
offering stand; stone stands; and a female figurine (Levy and Edelstein 
1972). 

(7) Tell el-Far'ah north, probably biblical Tirzah, in the northern Sa¬ 
maria hills, probably had another 10th-century b.c. level shrine (Str. Vllb), 
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although the evidence was found scattered. The finds included a naos , or 
terra-cotta model temple, and several female figurines. 

(8) The northern Israelite capital of Samaria has mostly royal con¬ 
structions, all on the acropolis. But “Locus E 207,” a rubble-filled trench, 
produced quantities of cultic objects and pottery similar to those from 
Cave I in Jerusalem (below), indicating that nearby there had been a small 
8th-century b.c. cult center at one time. Some scholars have suggested that 
this may have been where “feasts for the dead” (the marzeah; below) were 
held; but if so we do not know whether these were private or public rituals, 
since the material was not found in situ . 

(9) At the Judean fortress of Lachish, excavators found “Cult Room 
49” in Str. V of the 10th century b.c. This was a small room with low 
benches around the walls. In the room were small, stylized four-horned al¬ 
tars; several terra cotta offering stands; and various types of cultic vessels. 

(10) Tell Beit Mirsim, possibly biblical “Kiriath-sepher,” exhibits a 
cave similar to that of Samaria (above), and this may also have been used 
for cultic meals (Holladay 1987:274, 275). 

To judge from these small shrines and their cultic paraphernalia, 
what kinds of “holy places” were they? What rituals were being carried out 
there, and what sorts of religious beliefs are reflected? Few commentators 
are even willing to speculate (but see Holladay 1987). First, I suggest that all 
the above ar e family shrines , serving either a single nuclear family, or, more 
likely, a larger extended family compound (Chapter I). These shrines were 
for private worship, in which there were no regular fixed services, no 
priestly supervision, no prescribed theology, no need to conform. Various 
members of the family probably stopped briefly at these convenient 
shrines daily, singly or in groups, on an ad hoc basis as they felt the need. 
And here women played a significant role. 

What did people do there, and why? The consistent pattern of arti¬ 
facts at these shrines (above) is certainly suggestive. The repertoire in¬ 
cludes various combinations of the following items, some shrines having a 
few, others many or all. 

(1) Standing stones 

(2) Altars, some “horned” 

(3) Stone tables and basins 

(4) Offering stands 

(5) Benches 
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(6) Jewelry 

(7) Ceramic vessels, many “exotic” 

(8) Animal bones and food remains 

(9) Astragali (knucklebones) 

(10) Terra cotta female figurines 

In the light of all that we have said thus far about folk religion, it re¬ 
quires no great feat of imagination to see what is going on here. And some 
of it even fits the ideal of the more “orthodox” biblical texts (as summa¬ 
rized in Chapter IV). 

(1) Standing stones in the family shrines are obviously the biblical 
massebot discussed above. There I showed that the primary function of 
these stelae, according to the biblical texts, was to commemorate the ap¬ 
pearance and the continuing presence of a deity. We might expect those 
stelae — often impressive monumental stones standing as much as ten 
feet high — to appear only in public shrines and temples, as indeed they 
do. But in family shrines and high places (below) we often encounter 
them as well. Here they are simply smaller versions, but no less potent 
for their diminutive size. The gods are not diminished in power; their 
symbols are only scaled down appropriately, perhaps now being more 
“intimate.” 


Four-horned altar from 
Megiddo; 10th cent. b.c. 
Vriezen 2001, Fig. 10 
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As I noted above, the standing stones, reminiscent of the old 
Canaanite cults, are finally prohibited by the 7th-century b.c. reform 
movements. But they had always been in use in folk religion, and they con¬ 
tinued to be. For many, Yahweh (and perhaps other deities) did not live 
only in his house (bet, “temple”) in Jerusalem, but was present and 
cultically available everywhere. Nothing was more fundamental to family 
rites of worship than a visible, palpable symbol of the divine presence. 

(2) The larger fixed-stone or mudbrick altars (biblical mizbehdt ) 
must have been for animal sacrifices and other food-offerings — giving 
back to Yahweh or to other gods a token of what they had first graciously 
given. (Unfortunately, poor excavation techniques and faulty publications 
often preclude our saying what animals and food were offered, or how they 
were offered.) The animals would be those that villagers and farmers typi¬ 
cally bred — sheep, goats, and cattle — and hoped to increase. And the 
other foodstuffs — principally grain, oil, and wine — would also have 
been appropriate agricultural products to offer if one hoped to enhance 
crop yields. The “theology” may not have been very profound, or spiritu¬ 
ally uplifting; but it worked. The “horns” on some large altars may be bull 
or “fertility” motifs (see p. 116). 

The 45 or so known smaller “horned altars” have been extensively 
studied, and they were clearly used for burning incense in these local 
family shrines, despite the later biblical writers' prohibition of such of¬ 
ferings outside the Jerusalem temple (Gitin 2002). Incense may have 
been used partly to mask the foul smell of bloody animal carcasses. But 





Small horned altars for 
incense, Beersheba, Str. II; 
7th cent. b.c. 

Aharoni 1973, PI.52:l-2 
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the further rationale was that the sweet, aromatic odor wafting skyward 
pleased the gods (as did the odor of roasting birds on the altar; Leviticus 
1:17). These small horned altars, being portable, could also be taken up to 
the roof of the house (closer to heaven) for a ritual known not only from 
the Hebrew Bible but also from other ancient Near Eastern texts (Gitin 
2002:100, 101). 

What the “horns” may originally have signified is unclear. But it may 
be that, in addition to retaining some of the old cultic associations with 
“bull cults,” these stylized horns later had become functional devices for 
supporting the bowls in which the incense was probably burned. There are 
also smaller,square limestone altars. A Persian period altar from Lachish is 
inscribed Ibnt , “frankincense,” by now cheaper than formerly, thanks to the 
growing spice trade with the Arabia peninsula. Nevertheless, even if rela- 


Offering stand, with removable bowl; 

Megiddo, nth cent. b.c. (?) 

Vriezen 2001, Fig. 11 
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tively costly, incense would have been deemed an appropriate gift to the 
gods. Anything that pleased and placated them was worth it (and after all, 
“sacrifice” by definition is costly). 

(3) The stone offering tables and basins usually found in shrines are 
not ordinary kitchen utensils. These vessels are large, often made of expen¬ 
sive and difficult-to-work black basalt (volcanic stone), and come in a va¬ 
riety of elaborate shapes, such as fenestrated, tripod-footed bowls. The 
“tables” could serve as altars, like those described above, whose symbolism 
as “tables where the gods eat” is even clearer. Nor is this the only symbol¬ 
ism of feasts for the gods. The basins, bowls, mortars, and pestles are casu¬ 
ally made of coarse, porous basalt, which is ideal for grinding grain to 
make flour for baking bread and cakes. Microscopic analysis of minute 
food particles preserved in the pores of the basalt vessels by one of my doc¬ 
toral students (Jenny Ebeling) has revealed that they were actually used in 
situ for preparing food. 

(4) Terra cotta “cult stands,” or better simply “offering stands,” are 
common at many small shrines, as well as in other cultic contexts (below). 
Many dozens of them are known from excavations, from the 12th to the 
6th century b.c. But oddly enough (?), they are nowhere mentioned in the 
Hebrew Bible in connection with any of the sacrifices and offerings that 
are known. They are made of fired clay, with a flaring base, a round col¬ 
umn from one to more than two feet high, and a top that may have either 
iconographic motifs or simply a socket for holding a separate offering 
bowl. Often the column is perforated with several rows of openings for 
incense-burning, suggesting windows, which leads some scholars to inter¬ 
pret these stands as multi-storied model temples (which do have a long 
earlier history). 

Other stands, later in the Iron Age and now more specifically “Isra¬ 
elite,” have a high slender column and drooping “fronds” around the top 
that are reminiscent of palm trees, often associated with the goddess 
Asherah (below). One of the strangest of all the stands is the one from 
the shrine at c Ai discussed above (see p. 112), which has a row of human 
feet protruding around the base. I have suggested that while it was for¬ 
bidden to portray the body or the face of Yahweh, these modest “feet” 
may suggest symbolically his presence in the sanctuary. (Or do we have a 
foot fetish?) 

Whatever the psychology behind their form, given the notion of sac¬ 
rifice, the stands functioned in a practical way. Incense could be burned in 
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the column below, while offerings of food could be placed on the platform 
at the top with its retaining border or in a bowl set into the socket. No 
chemical analysis has been done on these stands, but it is reasonable to 
suppose that many of the acceptable offerings we have noted in the biblical 
texts could be presented, as it were, “small-scale "The failure of the biblical 
writers to mention these common offering stands maybe because they dis¬ 
approved of them, or more likely because they were for local home use, not 
for use in the Temple in Jerusalem. 

(5) Benches around the walls in the household shrines were obvi¬ 
ously not for worshippers seated for formal services, but served rather as 
places to put offerings that we have already discussed, various gifts to the 
gods (maybe even flowers). The small scale of these benches suits the mod¬ 
est size of the shrines. 

The altars, tables, basins, stands, and benches described here all have 
to do with sacrifices and gifts for the gods. This is in keeping not only with 
the theological justification and theoretical ideal of the biblical concep¬ 
tion, but it also accommodated the practical requirements of ordinary life. 
Worshipers implored the gods for life, health, prosperity, and progeny, of¬ 
fering what they had and hoping for the best. 

The only thing “nonconformist” about such local family cults is that 
they were local, not connected with the Temple in Jerusalem. Here there 
were typically no official priests, only the paterfamilias — or, more often, 
the wife and mother of the household. There were probably few regular 
schedules of formal “services”; few prescribed liturgies; few theological 
creeds to affirm. As we have seen in Chapter IV in discussing high places, 
such local shrines were accepted matter-of-factly in the settlement period 
and early in the monarchy. They became anathema only under the late 
Deuteronomistic reforms, when attempts were made to suppress them and 
to centralize all worship in Jerusalem. Such attempts were, however, not 
only doctrinaire but also largely unsuccessful. In the countryside, people 
worshipped as they always had, and they almost certainly did not regard 
their practices as “non-Yahwistic.” Theirs was simply an alternative ap¬ 
proach, another way of expressing their beliefs and hopes. 

(6) Molds for making jewelry and fragments of jewelry indicate that 
precious objects, as well as sacrifices, were presented to the gods in local 
shrines. The rationale is the same, of course: “giving back.” Silver and gold 
were costly, but from time immemorial they had been brought to the gods 
in the hope of securing their favor — in other words, of securing increased 
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wealth (not to be too crass about the matter). It is rare, however, to find 
jewelry, gemstones, and the like in situ , because they would all have been 
looted long ago. 

In any case, local shrines probably did not accumulate real wealth, 
nor was such an “endowment” necessary, since there were only local priests 
to subsidize. The Jerusalem Temple, on the other hand, became a wealthy 
treasury, which finally had to be stripped in order to pay tribute and buy 
off first the Assyrians and then the Babylonians. But “wealth” is relative; 
and a farmer's wife's gold earrings could be as worthy a gift as a king's ran¬ 
som. 

(7) Ceramic vessels were so common in households that they would 
be expected to appear in shrines, especially bowls and kraters (jars) for 
food offerings. Many of the vessels found in these shrines are, however, ei¬ 
ther more specialized, or are rather “exotic.” Some, like pitchers and 
juglets, might have been used for libation offerings, for pouring out oil or 
wine (sanctioned in the Bible). Others, like footed chalices, would have 
been convenient for presenting food and drink offerings. Some ceramic 
vessels suggest that cooking and feasting were common activities at shrines 
— cooking pots, large and small serving bowls, and chalices for drinking 
(below). Small ceramic censers are also known, for burning incense. And 
small “trick-bowls” (Greek kernoi ), with hollow rims and zoomorphic 
spouts for pouring out liquids, suggest libation offerings, which are of 
course mentioned in biblical texts (although no terms can actually be con¬ 
nected with these bowls). Also probably for libations are small ceramic 
zoomorphic figurines — usually quadrupeds — with hollow bodies and 
filling/pouring spouts. 

We know of a ritual cultic banquet called the marzeah from pre- 
Israelite Canaanite texts. This was supposed to be a communal meal in 
which one symbolically partook of food with the gods. It was sometimes 
connected with the idea of “feasting with the dead ” And often it degener¬ 
ated into a drunken feast. Evidence for the continuation of the marzeah in 
the Israelite cult is scant and difficult to interpret. But some scholars re¬ 
construct such a ritual from the only two texts we have, Amos 6:4-7 and 
Jeremiah 16:5-9. The first passage, which I cited above, describes a sumptu¬ 
ous banquet, but one of which the prophet was contemptuous for its ex¬ 
cesses (including drunkenness). A religious connotation is implied, but 
not explicitly stated (in Amos' view, “false religion”). The passage in Jere¬ 
miah mentions a “house of mourning” (bet marzeah, connecting the feast 
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without question to rites for the dead. Jeremiah is forbidden to participate; 
but that may have to do with his avoidance of all “normal” social inter¬ 
course. (See further Chapter VIII.) 

These passages, while vague, do suggest that ritual banquets were 
sometimes held at local sanctuaries, although the biblical writers were sus¬ 
picious of them because of their “pagan” associations. Nevertheless, feast¬ 
ing is said to have accompanied many of the approved annual festivals in 
ancient Israel (Chapter IV), and such rites are perfectly natural, found in 
almost all religions. What better way to celebrate the bounty of the gods 
and rejoice in their gifts? (One thinks, of course, of the Lord's Supper in 
the Christian church, although that is only a symbolic meal.) 

(8) Burned bones and organic remains of food are found sometimes 
at the sanctuaries we have discussed. Such remains are too often over¬ 
looked or discarded by archaeologists (“garbage”), but re-examination 
suggests that here again we may have evidence of cultic meals (above). 

(9) Astragali are sheep and goat knucklebones, usually found in 
hoards in bowls, polished or patinated from use. But used for what? The 
answer is clearly for “magic” — in particular, the practice of divination. 
The bones were shaken like dice, then thrown onto a table or onto the 
ground to see whether they formed a telling pattern and thus revealed 
something of divine intent. If they did, the gods had spoken, whether a 
good omen or a bad one. 


An Excursis on “Magic” 

Magic — that is, any form of fortune telling, sorcery, or witchcraft — 
seems to be strictly forbidden in the Hebrew Bible. The classic text is Deu¬ 
teronomy 18:9-14, which is worth quoting in full: 

When you come into the land which the Lord your God gives you, you 
shall not learn to follow the abominable practices of those nations. 
There shall not be found among you any one who burns his son or his 
daughter as an offering, any one who practices divination, a soothsayer, 
or an augur, or a sorcerer, or a charmer, or a medium, or a wizard, or a 
necromancer. For whoever does these things is an abomination to the 
Lord; and because of these abominable practices the Lord your God is 
driving them out before you. You shall be blameless before the Lord 
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your God. For these nations, which you are about to dispossess, give 
heed to soothsayers and to diviners; but as for you, the Lord your God 
has not allowed you so to do. 

It must be remembered that this passage is very late, part of the pro¬ 
paganda of the 7th-6th century b.c. Deuteronomistic reform movement 
(Chapter III). So all it really tells us is that by the end of the monarchy, in 
“official” Yahwistic circles, all forms of magic were regarded as foreign and 
ideally were to be purged from the Israelite cult. But there would be no 
point to condemning magic if it had not been widespread in folk religion. 
Why should it not have been, since it was popular everywhere else in the 
ancient Near East? 

Works of Old Testament theology, not surprisingly (Chapter II), 
have downplayed or even denied the existence of magic in ancient Israel. 
Thus the leading scholar Gerhard von Rad stated that the historian of reli¬ 
gion is struck by the dwindling role played by magic: “its absence already 
gives the Israel of the time an exceptional position within all the fairly 
comparable forms in the history of religion, especially the religion of the 
ancient East” (quoted in Jeffers 1996:7, 8). This, of course, is the standard 
theological conclusion, stemming from the notion that ancient Israel was 
(and had to be) “unique.” Nothing could be farther from the truth, as the 
recent study of Ann Jeffers has shown, Magic and Divination in Ancient 
Palestine and Syria (1996). 

More recent histories of Israelite religion are somewhat more realis¬ 
tic, but they still fail to convey the importance of magic. Albertz (1994) 
mentions some of the archaeological evidence (below) in dealing with 
“family piety,” but only in terms of the general concern for health and well¬ 
being. He does not mention specifically any form of magic. Miller (2000) 
deals with demonology, divination, and oracular prophecy, but he speaks 
of other forms of magic only in a footnote or two, citing no actual archae¬ 
ological data. 

The types of magic attested in popular religion in the biblical texts 
alone , should have been a corrective. Deuteronomy 18 does not stand in 
isolation. More than a dozen types of magic are mentioned in the texts, 
and even though many are proscribed, not all are. And in any case, their 
existence is tacitly acknowledged. Without any attempt to be systematic 
(“magic” defies rationality, but not practical reason), we find evidence of 
at least the following in the “biblical world”: 
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(1) Demonology and exorcism (and angelology in some late texts) 

(2) Divination 

(3) Oracles (prophetic or other) 

(4) Soothsaying 

(5) Wise men and wise women 

(6) Magicians 

(7) Medicine men 

(8) Sorcerers, witchcraft 

(9) Interpreters of dreams 

(10) Astrologers 

(11) Priestly ''blessings and curses” 

In all cases, the biblical world is pervaded by miracles and the assumption 
that they are part of everyday experience, however foreign or repugnant 
that notion may be to us. Even the canonical prophets, no longer "seers” or 
ecstatics (I Samuel 9:9) but now statesmen, work miracles. And so do 
priests, who pronounce, and thus bring about, "blessings and curses 

All of these forms of magic grow out of cosmology , the view com¬ 
monly held of the world, the universe, and "the powers that be.” In ancient 
times in the Near East and in Israel as well, the worldview, the supposed 
"Semitic mentality,” was characterized by what scholars have called "pre- 
logical” or "mythopoeic” thinking. This is held to contrast, of course, with 
"empirico-logical” or modern scientific, rational thinking. In these defini¬ 
tions there is a not-so-veiled implication of superiority: "ours is religion; 
yours is superstition.”Modern thought is rational, and therefore obviously 
better. 

Here I would make two observations. (1) First, the ancient 
worldview, while not "rational” in the modern scientific sense, had a ratio¬ 
nale of its own — a consistent view of the world within which it could be 
explained "how things work,” how divine powers could be personally ap¬ 
propriated. (2) Second, "religion” is in effect "magic,” unless one assumes 
that it is only about theological formulae. It is about the "metaphysical.” In 
any case, the popular religions of ancient Israel throughout the monarchy 
(and even in later Judaism, where "the evil eye” is feared, below) were 
deeply rooted in the world of miracle and magic. Nevertheless, the archae¬ 
ological data have never been systematically surveyed, so let us do so now. 

(1) I have already mentioned astragali, found in family shrines at 
Megiddo and Ta'anach, used for divination. We also have some inscribed 
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pottery vessels that I would interpret as having to do with “sympathetic 
magic” One is a large 8th-century b.c. bowl from Beersheba reading 
Qddesh, “holy” The other is an 8th-century b.c. bowl from my excavations 
at Kh. el-Qom (biblical “Makkedah”) reading 9 el, “God” While the first is 
speculative, I can see no reason for the latter inscription (“God” is not the 
possessor of the bowl) unless it is a magical way of securing divine favor. 
Perhaps it was even an offering bowl, of the sort used with the cult stands 
already discussed. 

(2) Another inscribed vessel is a large 8th-century b.c. storejar from 
the fortress-shrine of Kuntillet 'Ajrud, with a similar blessing written in 
paint: “May Yahweh bless you and keep you and be with you” This was 
probably placed in the shrine at the gate as a “votive,” or sort of “stand-in” 
for the worshipper (of which more later). 

(3) We have many inscribed bronze arrowheads from the period of 
the Judges (i2th-nth century b.c.), some giving the (probable) merce¬ 
nary's name as well as his patron deity. One reads: “Ben 'Anat (Son of the 
Goddess c Anat), Servant of the Lion Lady” (an epithet of the Great God¬ 
dess, under her alternate name). It seems to me that these arrowheads were 
not inscribed with either the user's names or divine names simply as a 



Large krater with incised inscription reading “Qodesh,” “Holy”; 
Beersheba Str. II, 7th cent. b.c. 

Aharoni 1973, PI. 69:2 
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novelty. Something serious is going on — warfare, the possibility of injury 
or death — and a devout wish is implied. There are only a few biblical texts 
that allude to divination with metals in seeking blessings. In the story in 
Joshua 8:18-26, Joshua is told by Yahweh to “stretch out his javelin' to in¬ 
sure a victory over the Canaanite city of c Ai. More to the point is Ezekiel 
21:21, which recounts how the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar stood at 
an intersection of two roads, one leading to Jerusalem, and “used divina¬ 
tion" to decide the way by “shaking an arrow." The connection with “con¬ 
sulting the teraphim" and “looking at the liver" (“hepatoscopy") in this 
text makes it clear that we are dealing with magic (although not Israelite 
here, there is no suggestion by the biblical writers that it doesn't work). 



Bronze arrowhead, vicinity of Bethlehem, nth cent. b.c. 
Top: “Servant of the Lion Lady”; bottom: “Ben-'Anat” 
Cross 1980, Fig. 5 




Bronze arrowhead, 
Gezer Str. IX: 10th 
^ cent. b.c. 

Dever, Lance, and Wright 
1970, PI. 37:8 
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(4) An even clearer non-biblical textual witness is a 7th/6th-century 
b.c. inscribed silver amulet found in a tomb in Jerusalem, at Ketef Hinnom 
near the Kidron Valley. It was rolled up and meant to be worn on a thong 
around the neck, as a sort of “good luck charm.” When carefully unrolled 
at the Israel Museum, the amulet was found to have an intact Hebrew in¬ 
scription that was an alternate version of the famous “priestly blessing” of 
Moses in Numbers (still recited today): 

Numbers 6:24-26 
The Lord bless you and keep you. 

The Lord make his face to shine 
upon you, and be gracious to you: 

The Lord lift up his countenance 
upon you, and give you peace. 


Ketef Hinnom 
May Yahweh bless you 
and watch over you. 
May Yahweh make his 
face shine upon you 
And grant you peace. 


Silver Amulet 2 from Ketef Hinnom, 
Jerusalem; late 7th cent. b.c. 
Barkay, Vaughn, Lundberg, & Zuckerman 2004, Fig. 30 
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Several things in this little-noticed discovery are significant for the 
study of popular religion. First, this inscription — our oldest surviving 
scrap of Scripture, antedating the oldest of the Dead Sea scrolls by nearly 
400 years — preserves an alternate, “popular” version of our canonical 
biblical text. It differs in several ways. It combines the second and third 
benedictions; and it contains only 10 words in Hebrew as compared with 
the biblical 15. It is reminiscent of the probable “short version” of the same 
blessing in Psalm 67:1: “May Yahweh be gracious to us and bless us and 
make his face to shine upon us.” The Ketef Hinnom blessing is thus highly 
significant for the practice of popular religion. In spite of the skepticism I 
have expressed above about “literary” formulae having much effect on 
popular religion, here we do have a “folk” version of what was obviously a 
widely used blessing, one that eventually found its way into the canonical 
texts in an “official” version. 

Second, the person with whom the amulet was buried — a woman, to 
judge from the collection of fine jewelry — must have worn the amulet 
around her neck as a treasured personal belonging. The point is that using 
the text as an amulet y to ward off bad luck, is “magic.” Yet I would argue that 
the amulet is really only an analogue for a form of the “phylactery.” The phy¬ 
lactery was a small box containing slips inscribed with scriptural passages; it 
could be worn, or it could be affixed to the doorpost of houses (Deuteron¬ 
omy 6:9; 11:20; the “mezuzah” that is still used today, containing these very 
words). Thus it appears that Scripture was already being used as “magic” — 
as an apotropaic device or “good luck charm”— in the period of the monar¬ 
chy. (In later Judaism, leather phylacteries or “tefillin” were worn for prayer.) 

Finally, the Ketef Hinnom amulet was not found out in the boon- 
docks, where less sophisticated people may be forgiven for being “supersti¬ 
tious.” It comes from the heart of Jerusalem, the religious capital, not 
much more than a thousand yards away from the Temple Mount. So much 
for “orthodoxy.” 

(5) There are other tombs and grave goods that also attest to popular 
religion. Evidence comes from a typical 8th-century b.c. Judean bench 
tomb that I excavated west of Hebron in 1968. The site of Kh. el-Qom is 
probably to be identified with biblical Makkedah. One of the dozens of 
bench tombs in the Iron Age cemetery there produced a four-line Hebrew 
inscription, which I promptly published in 1969 but which was ignored by 
scholars for nearly a decade. Although there are linguistic difficulties, a 
consensus reading would run something like this: 
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For TJriyahu the governor (or the rich), his inscription. 

Blessed is TJriyahu by Yahweh: 

From his enemies he has been saved 
By his a/Asher ah. 

(Written) by 'Oniyahu 

I shall return to this inscription in Chapter VI, because I take the 
word *asherah not as an “object of blessing” (a tree or pole), but as the 
proper name of the goddess Asherah. Flere let me note simply something 
on this inscription that virtually no one has commented on: the clearly en¬ 
graved human hand. It resembles almost exactly the much later Islamic 
hamza , or “Hand of Fatima,” which is seen everywhere in the Muslim 
world. The hand-sign is a kind of “graffito” written on walls, over door¬ 
ways, on amulets. One can even hold up the outstretched open right hand 
as a “good luck” sign. Its purpose is to ward off the “evil eye” Its magic My 
el-Qom hand is from an undisturbed 8th-century b.c. tomb, and it is 
clearly Israelite. But what does this sign mean? It is found with a “blessing 
formula,” probably done by the same person. It can only have something to 



Plan and sections of a typical 8th-cent. b.c. Judean bench-tomb (Kh. Beit Lei) 

Zevit 2001, Fig. 5.9 
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Inscription no. 3, from T. II at 
Kh. el Qom; ca. 750 b.c. 

Lemaire 1977, p.598 


do with a wish for good fortune from “the hand of Yahweh” This expres¬ 
sion, in the precise context of “blessing,” occurs dozens of times in the He¬ 
brew Bible. Its authors wrote about the “hand of blessing”; but in the coun¬ 
tryside, people drew it without any hesitation. Perhaps you could not 
portray Yahweh himself, but picturing his hand was acceptable. One thinks 
of the famous Dura-Europa synagogue wall painting much later (3rd cen¬ 
tury a.d.), which shows Yahweh “appearing” to Moses from the heavens, 
but only his hand is visible. As for the much-feared “evil eye,” that, too, is 
very Jewish, the *ayin ha-ra* which in later Judaism is warded off by eye- 
amulets, Aramaic formulae on “incantation bowls,” and the like (below). It 
seems that the concept goes back to monarchic times, and why not? 

(6) I have mentioned a few amulets above. We actually have hun¬ 
dreds of Iron Age amulets, mostly from Judean tombs, but again few bibli¬ 
cal scholars have paid any attention to them. Amulets, by definition, are 
“magic symbols,” used mostly to bring good luck (apotropaic, “turning 
away evil”). They would probably have been used by many people in an¬ 
cient Israel, and, being among their most precious possessions, they were 
buried with the deceased. The most common ones found in tombs are 
Egyptian: “Eye-of-Horus” plaques; figurines of deities, especially Bes, 
guardian of the dead; and other faience (that is, glazed earthenware) items. 
It is possible that the model furniture found in some of the same tombs 
also had a magical significance. Mostly beds, couches, and chairs, these 
were perhaps to insure the dead “continuing in life,” as it were, still using 
their domestic furniture in the “house of the dead” (on all this, see Bloch- 
Smith 1992:86-90, 94). 
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“ Eye - of-H or us” faience amulets; 
Lachish tombs, 8th-7th cent. b.c. 
Adapted from Tufnell 1953, PI. 34:8,10 


Faience figurines of the 
Egyptian “good luck” 
deity Bes; Lachish tomb, 
7th cent. b.c. 
Adapted from Tufnell 1953, 
PI. 34:14 




(7) Ancient engraved gemstones, set into signet rings, are exception¬ 
ally well known, and we have hundreds and hundreds of them from an¬ 
cient Israel. Although they are overlooked by many biblical schools, Keel 
and Uehlinger have made a thorough study (see the “Freibourg school” in 
Chapter II), publishing hundreds of examples. I cannot survey the exten¬ 
sive evidence that they present, but it shows beyond doubt that many peo¬ 
ple in ancient Israel had seals, and that the rich iconography of the seals of¬ 
ten has to do with the “astralization of the heavenly powers.” This was 
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Model bed and chair, Lachish tombs 8th cent. b.c. 
Adapted from Tufnell 1952, PL 29:21, 22 


particularly prevalent in /th-century b.c. Judah, under the influence of As¬ 
syrian and Babylonian astrological worship. It may be that ordinary folk 
who owned these “foreign”-style seals were not fully aware of their original 
symbolic meaning. But they certainly did not hesitate to use them, and 
they can hardly be considered simply “decorative.” (See Chapter VII on the 
Queen of Heaven” and the figure on p. 233.) 


Public Open-Air Sanctuaries 

Moving up to the next level above family shrines and small private sanctu¬ 
aries (“up” only in terms of complexity, not value), we come to the “high 
places” or bamot y the textual evidence for which I have already introduced 
(Chapter IV). Here again, the biblical references, however idealistic, are 
supplemented by archaeological examples. 

(1) The earliest bdmah we have is an open-air hilltop sanctuary of the 
12th century b.c., discovered in 1981 by Mazar in the hill country of 
Ephraim and Manasseh near Dothan (Nakhai 2001:170,171). It was named 
the “Bull Site” because of the principal find, a well-preserved bronze bull 
of Anatolian “zebu” type. The sanctuary itself is a rather typical high place, 
on an isolated hilltop. It consists of a partially preserved enclosure (or 
“temenos”) wall; a stone-paved platform; and a large standing stone 
(massebah). Among the few items found were some bits of 12th-century 
b.c. pottery; fragments of a terra cotta incense burner or offering stand; 
some pieces of bronze and silver jewelry; cooking pots and bowls; animal 
bones and flints; and, of course, the bronze bull (found on the surface). 
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Left, plan of “Bull Site”; right, the bronze bull figurine, 12th cent. b.c. 
Adapted from Mazar 1982, Figs 2,5 


The “Bull Site” fits the biblical descriptions of high places quite well: 
non-domestic; in a public place; having an altar-like platform; featuring 
the massebah; showing evidence of sacrifices. Moreover, the bronze bull 
provides a direct connection with the biblical condemnation of bdmot as 
“Canaanite.” In fact, Mazar's Iron I bronze bull is almost identical to one 
found in the 1950s by Yadin at Hazor in a 14th-century b.c. “Canaanite” 
context. The principal epithet (or “title”) of El — the high god of the 
Canaanite pantheon — in the 14th- and 13th-century b.c. texts from Ugarit 
in Syria is “Bull El,” the bull being a symbol of ferocity and fertility in the 
ancient Mediterranean world generally. The “Bull Site” shows that the ap¬ 
prehension of the biblical writers concerning bamotwas real. In the wor¬ 
ship of early Israel, El was venerated alongside of, and sometimes in prefer¬ 
ence to, Yahweh, who theoretically was Israels only national deity 
(although in many texts, “El” and “Yahweh” are both names of Israel's na¬ 
tional god). 

(2) At Hazor in upper Galilee, the excavations of Yigael Yadin in 1955- 
1958 brought to light a small outdoor bdmdh of the 11th century b.c. in an 
Israelite “squatter occupation” above the ruins of the destroyed Canaanite 
city (in Str. XI). This shrine consisted of a small rectangular structure in an 
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open area, with some benches around the walls, adjoining a stone pave¬ 
ment with four standing stones. The finds included two broken offering 
stands, and from under the floor a hoard of bronze implements in a jug. 
The group included a sword; two javelin heads and butts; an arrowhead; 
several adzes; a lugged ax; some miscellaneous pins and other items; and a 
sealed bronze figure of the deity El, almost exactly like hundreds of such 



Plan of shrine, Hazor Str. XII; 12 cent. b.c. 
Yadin 1972, Fig. 29 
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figurines known from Late Bronze Age Syria and Canaan. Yadin inter¬ 
preted the bdmdh itself as “Israelite,” but he noted that since this was a 
hoard, the objects could be either Canaanite (that is, holdovers from ear¬ 
lier periods) or Israelite. Other scholars, however, have naively assumed 
that the El figurine was Israelite, and thus evidence for “syncretism” (be¬ 
low). The fact is that all the similar El figurines known are Late Bronze 
Age, or pre-Israelite. The jug contained older bronze objects, no doubt dug 
up from the ruins by the “squatters,” collected simply for their value in 
weight and set into the floor of the bdmdh as a “votive offering.” There is a 
long Canaanite tradition of such hoards serving as votives in sacred pre¬ 
cincts in Bronze Age Syria. This is especially true at Byblos, where thou¬ 
sands of bronze El figurines have been found in jar deposits. In any case, 
however, the Hazor bdmdh provides a strong link of early Israelite religion 
with that of old Canaan. I have considered the Hazor installation as a 
bdmdh , that is, a public shrine or sanctuary rather than a private one, be- 



Bronze El figurine 
from the jar hoard 
Yadin 1975, p. 257 



Seated bronze figurine of El; 
Byblos, i4th-i3th cent. b.c. 
Negbi 1976, Fig. 55 
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cause it is located in an open area. In fact, in Yadin’s “squatter occupation” 
of Str. XI, there are no houses, only huts and rubbish pits. 

(3) At Tel Dan on the Syrian border, Israeli excavations since 1966 
have brought to light what is no doubt a full-fledged bamah or high place, 
as well as related structures of the 9th-8th centuries b.c. In the following I 
shall not deal with the complex inner phasing, since it is only partially 
published and is unclear (see Biran 1994). 

Situated on the uplifted northern end of the mound in a grove of 
trees above the copious perennial springs, the high place is comprised of 
many features. The principal installation is a raised square platform ten 
feet high and 60 by 60 feet, constructed of fine Phoenician style (“ashlar”) 
masonry (“Bamah A-B”), approached by a monumental flight of steps. 
This is not a massive foundation for a now-missing temple structure, but 
rather what a bamah essentially was: a large outdoor altar. Two or three 
small “altar niches,” however, seem to have been erected later (?) atop the 
platform at the rear. Other alterations were made to the bamah from time 
to time (below), but because it was so impressive, and also because of the 
well-known phenomenon of “continuity of sacred space” in the ancient 
Near East, the bamah continued in use into the Hellenistic period (a Greek 
inscription reads “to the god who is in Dan”). 

Fragments of a monumental horned altar found near the steps sug¬ 
gest that such an altar, about ten feet high, once stood in the forecourt at 
ground level, apparently with its own enclosure walls. Also in the court- 



Artist’s reconstruction of the Dan “High Place”; 
8th cent. b.c. 

Biran 1975, p.319 
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Plan of the Dan “High Place” area 

Biran 1994, Fig. 163 


yard was a rectangular pool with two steps leading down into it. A much 
smaller “horned altar” was also found in the vicinity. 

In this area there was an installation that the excavator interpreted as 
for “water-libations”but it is almost certainly an olive press. Two large ba¬ 
salt slabs served as the pressing floor. A central sunken plastered basin and 
two flanking storejars set into the floor flush with the ground served for 
collecting the pressed oil. Twelve heavy stones, each with a hole in one end, 
had been used as weights on the end of the wooden beams that were stuck 
into sockets in the wall and bore down on baskets containing the olives. 
Such olive presses are very well known elsewhere in the Iron Age, especially 
at 7th-century b.c. Ekron. In the area of the olive press were found the fa¬ 
ience head of a Phoenician-style male figurine; another male figurine in 
Egyptian style, seated and holding a lotus blossom (a king?); and two frag¬ 
mentary painted offering stands. 

To the west of the high place, separated by a courtyard or narrow 
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Horn of a large four-horned altar, Dan “High Place 5 
Photo: Hebrew Union College 


Small portable horned altar, probably for burning incense 
Photo: Hebrew Union College 
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SUNKEN STORE JAR PRESSING PLATFORM SUNKEN STORE JAR. 



Plan of the olive-pressing installation at Dan; ioth/9th cent. b.c. 
Stager and Wolff 1981, Fig. 1 


street, was a long tripartite (three-room) building (“Room 2746”)- Added 
secondarily in the 7th century b.c., this may represent the biblical lishkdh , a 
“chamber” such as Jeremiah describes having been constructed near the 
Temple in Jerusalem (Jeremiah 35:4; see also II Chronicles 31:11, “chambers” 
built earlier near the Temple by Hezekiah). On the floor of the central room 
(“Room 2844”) was a long stone altar with a flat stone top, covered with 
ashes and burned animal bones. Three well-preserved iron shovels for 
clearing off the ashes on the altar lay on the floor nearby; and a broken 
storejar set into the dirt floor was obviously the receptacle for the ashes. In 
the lishkdh itself (“Room 2746”) were found a finely decorated bronze bowl; 
a socketed bronze scepter head; a Phoenician-style faience female figurine; 
a faience die (from a pair of dice?); two small portable stone altars; and a 
stamp seal impression reading “Immadi-Yo,” “God is with me.” 

To the southwest of the bdmdh and lishkdh was “Building 9235,” 
which the excavator speculated may have been the house of “Immadi-Yo” 
(above), possibly a priest. It was filled with domestic pottery; a basalt bowl; 
and an oxhead figurine. 

The complex phasing of all the above areas cannot be worked out here, 
as I have noted. But a rough outline is possible. The much-altered structures 
designated “Bamah A” (9th-8th centuries b.c., Str. IV-III) and “B” (8th cen¬ 
tury b.c.; Str. II), together with the associated courtyard installations and 
“House 9235,” were brought to an end by the Assyrian destructions in the 
north ca. 732 b.c. The lishkdh was then constructed sometime in the 7th cen¬ 
tury b.c. (Str. I) to continue some of the functions of the sacred area. 
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Plan of the lishkah adjoining the Dan 
“High Place,” 7th cent. b.c. 

Zevit 2000, Fig. 3:33 


The altar of the lishkah and the 
iron shovels found nearby 
Photo: Hebrew Union College 



Bronze bowl found 
near the altar of the lishkah 
Biran 1994, Fig. 154 
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Generalizing somewhat, and looking at the Dan high place as a whole, 
what can we say of the religious rites typically carried out there? (a) The 
large horned altar in the forecourt may have been used for animal sacrifices 
or other food offerings, as may have been as well the small portable altars in 
one room of the lishkah. The low stone altar in the central room was used 
for animal sacrifice, to judge from the ashes, burnt bones, and shovels. The 
small horned altar found near the large one was certainly used for burning 
incense, as we now know (above). Much of this evidence for sacrifice is in 
keeping with the biblical ideal — even down to details like the iron shovels 
for clearing off the altar, which are mentioned as furnishing for the Temple 
in the Hebrew Bible (I Kings 7:40,45; II Kings 25:14; Jeremiah 52:18). But the 
point is that according to the Deuteronomistic reformers, none of this 
should have been here, only in the Temple in Jerusalem (yet they do appar¬ 
ently mention the Dan installation; I Kings 12:30, 31). 

(b) Other types of sacrifices are attested by the large cylindrical of¬ 
fering stands, which could have been used for both incense and food offer¬ 
ings (in bowls placed on top; and we do have a bronze bowl). The Dan 
stands are unusual in being painted; but that may reflect the Phoenician 
influence that we would expect (and indeed have in other objects) this far 
north. As noted above, these offering stands, while very common, are no¬ 
where mentioned in the Hebrew Bible, another witness to “unorthodox” 
practices at Dan (and elsewhere). 



Painted offering stand; 
ioth/9th cent. b.c. 

Biran 1994, Fig. 134 
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(c) The olive oil installation — obviously noncommercial and in a sa¬ 
cred precinct — is not a surprise, even though parallels are rare elsewhere. 
The biblical texts record the use of oil to anoint priests (Exodus 29:4-7; Levit¬ 
icus 8:6-12) and kings (Saul: I Samuel 10:1). The oil used would likely have 
been produced under controlled supervision and consecrated as “holy” for 
this purpose. If there were local priests serving at the Dan sanctuary, an olive 
oil production facility on the premises would be quite practical. 

(d) The “spring poor' in the outer courtyard, with a large tub nearby, 
is best explained by assuming that ritual lustrations, or rites of 
purifications, were part of the rites of worship. Dan is situated near power¬ 
ful springs that feed the Jordan River, flowing below and above ground 
from melting snows on the slopes of Mt. Hermon in Syria. Sanctuaries in 
the ancient Near East were often located near springs. And the gods are of¬ 
ten connected with either the depths of the sea or fresh water sources. El, 
the Canaanite high god, is said to be enthroned at the foot of Mt. Saphon 
at the “Source of the Floods,” the headwaters of the “Two Deeps,” where 
the salt and the sweet waters meet. Furthermore, “ritual purity” was funda¬ 
mental to the idea of holiness in the Hebrew Bible (at least in late sources 
like “P”; above), and this condition could best be insured by washing with 
water. Some biblical prescriptions specify ablutions that should be made 
with fresh or even with running water. That is the case with individuals 
who come into contact with a corpse, who must wash themselves, their 
feet, and their belongings in “running water” (Numbers 19:16-19). Lepers 
must also cleanse themselves in running water (Leviticus 14:1-9). 

Many other forms of “impurity” must be cleansed with water, such 
as that resulting from menstruation (Leviticus 15:19-32); from a bodily dis¬ 
charge (Leviticus 15:19-32); from touching an emission of semen (Leviticus 
22:4-8); from the pollution of men returning from battle (Numbers 31:21- 
24). All these passages are from late, probably postexilic sources (“P”); but 
the customs of purification by lustrations of water are “sensible” and prob¬ 
ably very ancient. And they still continue in Orthodox Judaism, as in the 
requirement that both men and women go to the miqveh or “ritual bath” 
monthly; and that all converts be immersed totally in water (the latter per¬ 
petuated in early Christian baptism). 

(e) The faience die found in the south room of the lishkah (“Room 
2770”) is especially significant, although other commentators seem to have 
missed it. It clearly has to do with “casting lots” — throwing the dice — to 
divine something, to produce an omen. It is one way of practicing divina- 
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tion, and it served the same purpose as throwing down the astragali 
(above; and also cf. Ta'anach). It is all about “magic,” which as we have seen 
was a fundamental aspect of all ancient religions. Whether priests were 
consulted for these rites of divination as specialists, or whether ordinary 
people came to the sanctuary to perform the rites themselves, is uncertain 
(for the possibility of priestly functionaries, see below). 

(f) The several figurines found in the Dan sanctuary area are also 
very significant — especially since four of the five are male. The faience fe¬ 
male figurine, found in the north room (“9024”) of the lishkdh under the 
floor, is clearly in the Phoenician style (p. 144). Whether imported or a lo¬ 
cal imitation, it is at home here in the north. Dan is only 25 miles due east 
of Tyre on the Phoenician coast. The biblical writers are accurate (if exces¬ 
sively judgmental) in denouncing the northern kingdom's religious prac¬ 
tices as “pagan,” that is, foreign to the Judean biblical ideal. Who the figu¬ 
rine represents is uncertain, but she is not likely to be a goddess and is 
probably a votive (more of that below in Chapter VI). 

Three of the male faience figurines were found in or near a sunken 
storejar adjacent to one of the basalt slabs flanking the olive pressing in¬ 
stallation. Two are headless, but the one holding a lotus blossom may rep¬ 
resent a Phoenician deity (or king?). The third one consists of only a head, 
with what looks like the white crown of the Egyptian god Osiris. But since 
Phoenician art is known to be “Egyptianizing,” this figurine, too, is best 
understood as Phoenician, perhaps representing a king. The fourth male 
figurine, also Phoenician and painted, was found in one of the “altar 
rooms” (or niches) atop “Bamah A” of the ioth/9th century b.c. The frag¬ 
ment of the head is so large — nearly four inches — that this “figurine” 
was probably part of a large incense stand. With it in the cult rooms were 
found some Cypro-Phoenician pottery and a fine bowl with a Phoenician- 
style trident engraved on the bottom. 

The significance of the four male figurines in the sanctuary is consid¬ 
erable and maybe underlined as follows: (1) Male figurines are so rare any¬ 
where in ancient Israel in the ioth-6th centuries b.c. that out of some 3,000 
Israelite figurines that we have, none but these four are demonstrably male 
(a few are uncertain because they are fragmentary or of unclear prove¬ 
nance). (2) The find spot near the olive-pressing installation is intriguing. 
But it may find an explanation at neo-Philistine Ekron, where nearly every 
one of the many yth-century B.c. olive presses has a small horned altar in 
the same room, often conspicuously placed in a small niche. Since the 
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Faience figurine of a male deity 
(or king?), holding a lotus stem; ioth/9th cent. b.c. 
Biran 1994, Fig. 142 


Ekron olive oil business was on an industrial level, it is obvious that “reli¬ 
gion and commerce” went hand in hand. The ancient rationale should not 
be a mystery. Since the gods controlled everything, it made sense to invoke 
their blessing on any large-scale and risky enterprise. I suggest that at Dan, 
too, the blessing of “Phoenician” deities was sought when pressing olives — 
especially when the product was intended for liturgical use (above). 

(g) At several points I have implied that at a full-fledged, public cult 
center like Dan, priests were probably involved. The best piece of evidence 
for this is the fine bronze scepter head already discussed (see p. 144). It is 
about four inches long, the cylindrical body decorated with what appear to 
be lotus blossoms, as columns sometimes are; with what may be eroded 
lion heads ringing the top and a hollow body to accept a wooden shaft. 
Phoenician ivory scepter heads of the 8th century b.c. are known from Dor 
on the coast, with pomegranate heads and attached ivory wands. The best 
parallel, however, is an 8th-century b.c. ivory scepter head in the form of a 
pomegranate, bought on the black market but likely a relic of the Temple 
in Jerusalem. The Hebrew inscription around the head reads: “Belonging 
to the Temple of (Yahwe)h. Sacred/holy for the priests.” The carrying of a 
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Head of a Phoenician-style male deity (or king?); ioth/9th cent. b.c. 
Biran 1994, Fig. 139 


raised scepter by priests (or by deities or kings) would clearly be a sign of 
authority. If that is so, then the presence of an exceptionally fine cast 
bronze scepter head at the Dan sanctuary would seem to indicate priestly 
authority being exercised there. Several of the public activities presumed 



Inscription on head of the ivory scepter 
head; 8th cent. b.c. 

Avigad 1990, p. 160 
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above — sacrifice, offerings, the production of olive oil, and divination — 
would be consistent with that presumption. 

Given the exceptional archaeological data that we now have on the 
Dan cultic installations, it would be intriguing to see whether any of the 
evidence can be connected with the biblical texts. It turns out that it can, 
although few have pursued this. First, Dan figures rather prominently in 
the biblical tradition, particularly in connection with the cult. The shrine 
of Micah and his priestly sons, which we discussed above, is transferred to 
Dan when the city comes under Israelite control and is rebuilt in the pe¬ 
riod of the Judges (Judges 18). The texts mention specifically a “graven im¬ 
age” set up by the Danites and priests of the Mosaic line that served there 
“until the captivity of the Land” (that is, the fall of the northern kingdom 
in 722/721 b.c.; Judges 18:30, 31). In a fascinating reference, Amos 8:13, 14 
predicts the latter, the utter destruction of those who swear by 

Ashimah of Samaria and say, 

“As thy god lives, O Dan,” and 

“As the Way of Beer-sheva lives,” 

They shall fall, and never rise again. 

The reference to “Ashimah,” obviously a goddess, is puzzling, since 
such a deity is known only in ancient Arabia. But with a slight consonantal 
change in the biblical word *ashimah (mem to resh)we could read * asherah, 
or “Asherah,” the well-known goddess. The early Hebrew form of mem 
looks like this: the early Hebrew form of resh looks like this: A simple 
scribal error? Or a clever attempt to conceal the name of the hated goddess 
Asherah? 

It is noteworthy that the Hebrew root of “Ashimah” seems to be 
’ dshdm, “shame,” making it more likely that the editors did not want to 
read “Asherah of Samaria” (the northern capital), but “shame of Samaria ” 
To strengthen this suggestion, we now actually have the phrase “Asherah of 
Samaria” on an inscription from the 8th-century b.c. shrine at Kuntillet 
'Ajrud (below). 

Still more significant is I Kings 12:25-33. This passage tells how Jero¬ 
boam I — one of the servants of Solomon, who seceded after his death and 
founded the breakaway northern kingdom in the late 10th century b.c. — 
made Dan his capital. There he set up a golden calf — reminiscent, of course, 
of the heresy of the Israelites at Mt. Sinai — an audacious declaration estab- 
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lishing his alternative to the Jerusalem Temple. He also “made a house on 
high places” (bit bdmot; I Kings 12:31). As I have pointed out above, bit is the 
usual term for “temple”; and bdmdt is plural here, meaning “high places ” 
The syntax is what is called a “construct relation,” or a possessive relation, 
meaning that the phrase should be read either “house of high places,” which 
makes little sense to me; or “a temple/sanctuary belonging to high places ” 
The latter is precisely what we have at Dan: several sacred installations that 
are an integral part of the “high place” complex. I hasten to point out here 
that establishing this convergence between text and artifact is not old- 
fashioned “prove-the-Bible” biblical archaeology (which I have disavowed 
for 30 years). It is simply pointing out that an independent analysis of the 
two sources of information leads us to a “conclusion beyond a reasonable 
doubt” which I argued above is part of proper historical method. 

A fair-minded person (neither an extreme skeptic nor a fundamen¬ 
talist) can see the force of this argument that the Dan cultic installation is 
indeed an excellent example of what the biblical writers and editors had in 
mind in speaking of a bdmdh (although they condemned them, of course). 
Yet few of the works discussed above (Chapter II) even mention the Dan 
complex; and none connects it with the biblical texts as I have done here 
(nor do any other archaeologists). Zevit (2001:180-196 and elsewhere) is 
the sole, and predictable, exception, because he takes archaeology seriously. 
He concludes that there was “a major cult center at Tel Dan” (2001:181; but 
even Zevit does not make the direct biblical connection). 

One other public cultic installation at Dan must be mentioned here, 
a small bdmdh built into the wall of the inner court of the city gate. It con¬ 
sists of five small undressed standing stones (massebot) some 12-18 inches 
high, arranged in a row. In front of them is a low stone altar, flanked by a 
wall to the right side and a dressed stone to the left. Nearby were found 
many vessels, including bowls, plates, cups, a censer, a footed chalice, and 
oil lamps. It is reasonable to see these as vessels that were used at the 
bdmdh, a “gate shrine” of the type we know elsewhere (below; and also 
mentioned in Jerusalem in II Kings 23:8). 

(4) The 10th-century b.c. “Cultic Structure” at Ta'anach was proba¬ 
bly a bdmdh rather than a simple household shrine. It produced a large 
olive-pressing installation (like Dan; above); a bowlful of astragali; iron 
knives; ceramic vessels; a mold for making female figurines; and two re¬ 
markable terra cotta stands with iconographic motifs, some of which I 
would connect with the Canaanite-Israelite goddess “Asherah, the Lion 
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The small bdmdh in the gate complex at Dan, 
with stone bench and five mdssebdt; 8th cent. b.c. 
Photo: W. G.Dever 


Seven-spouted chalice/lamp from 
the “High Place” area 
Biran 1994, Fig. 128 
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Plan of the Ta'anach “Cultic Structure”; 10th cent. b.c. 
Adapted from Lapp 1964, Fig. 12 



Olive press near “Cultic Structure” 
Photo: W.G.Dever 
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Lady” (see Chapters VI, VII). The monumentality of the large offering 
stands, and especially the mold for mass-producing figurines, suggest that 
the Ta'anach “Cultic Structure” was a bdmdh serving the public, even 
though it lacks some expected features such as standing stones and altars. 

(5) Tell el Far'ah (N.) exhibits two of the Dan bdmdh features at a 
shrine just inside the ioth-8th century b.c. city gate. These are a large 
standing stone (mdssebdh) and a basin that served either for olive oil for 
anointing, or for water for lustrations. Such a “gate shrine” was obviously 
public. It made good sense as a place where everyone going and coming 
could seek blessings for a good journey or give thanks upon returning. 
These public gate shrines are known elsewhere (see above on Dan; below 



Left, Ta'anach offering stand 
Vriezen 2001, Fig. 12 


Above, cast made from 
mold found in the 
“Cultic Structure” 
Schroer 1987, Fig. 101 


154 



Archaeological Evidence for Folk Religions in Ancient Israel 

on Kuntillet 'Ajrud), and the biblical texts note them as well (the bamah 
visited by Saul; I Samuel 9:13). 

(6) Two archaeological installations in Jerusalem or the vicinity may 
have been bdmdt (in addition to those condemned in II Kings 23:5-10, not 
directly archaeologically attested). The first is “Cave I” just south of the 
Temple Mount, excavated by Kenyon in the 1960s. This large cave pro¬ 
duced dozens of late-7th-century b.c. zoomorphic and female figurines, 
most of them broken. Also in the cave were more than 1200 pottery vessels; 
twenty-one “horse and rider” figurines; one “rattle”; several model 
couches; two miniature stone incense altars; and one offering stand. Some 
of the intact bowls near the cave entrance had the remains of animal bones 
in them. Constructed or at least enlarged by humans, the rear was walled 
off to create a raised “domed” area. There were no human bones or any¬ 
thing else indicating that this was a burial cave (Holladay 1987:259,260). It 
seems certainly to have served a cultic purpose (see below on some of the 
cult paraphernalia), and the large quantities of pottery and other objects 
make clear that it was more than a household shrine. 

If Cave I was a bamah as I think it was (although not open-air), sev¬ 
eral references in II Kings 23:5 become intriguing: “high places round 
about Jerusalem”; “burning incense to Ba'al”; worshipping “all the host of 
heaven.” The latter and the references to the “chariots of the sun” and the 
“horses dedicated to the sun” (v. 11) I have argued can be connected with 
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Top , “Tambourine” figurine; center ; head of “pillar-base” figurine; 
bottom, “pinched-face” figurine; Cave I, Jerusalem 
Kenyon 1967, Fig. 10:2; 9:4; 10:1 


Terra-cotta “rattle,” possibly 
for ceremonial music; 
tomb at Lachish, 7th cent. b.c. 

Bloch-Smith 1992, Fig. 13D 
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the “horse and rider” figurines mentioned above. In the old Canaanite my¬ 
thology, Ba'al was the “Cloud Rider,” the weather god who rode across the 
heavens daily in his chariot, governing wind and weather. In this view the 
horse figurines, most without a rider, would have been symbols of Ba'al 
and his heavenly horse-drawn chariot. Thus Josiah is said to have thrown 
the “horses and chariots” out of the Temple. It might even be suggested, al¬ 
though hesitantly, that the figurines in Kenyon's cave deposit are actually 
evidence of Josiah's purge of the Temple; the date is contemporary. The 
overall evidence is better explained, however, if Cave I simply continued in 
use as a favorite local bdmah. (There are also other reasons to believe that 
Josiah's reforms were not very effective; below.) 

The other possible bdmah in the Jerusalem area consists of some 20 
large tumuli (stone-heaps) on hilltops on the western outskirts of Jerusa¬ 
lem. They were partially excavated in 1923, then reinvestigated in 1953. As¬ 
sociated with this complex are a perimeter wall, a large platform, a paved 
area, some pits, and an enclosure full of burned animal bones. The few 
tumuli that were excavated produced quantities of 8th-7th century b.c. 
pottery, especially cooking pots and bowls. These tumuli may have had a 
cultic function, probably associated with fasting of some sort, and possi¬ 
bly connected with funerary rites. If the latter were the case, the tumuli 
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Horse-and-rider figurine; 
7th cent. b.c. 

Keel and Uehlinger 1998, Fig. 33b 
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may have been symbolic “burial cairns” or cenotaphs for noble or even 
royal families. 

Gabriel Barkay (2003) has examined these tumuli and has suggested 
that they reflect the curious hints at the “burnings” that took place after 
the death of the kings of Judah (Jeremiah 34:5; II Chronicles 16:14). In 
Anatolia and Cyprus there is evidence for similar royal cenotaphs. (I re¬ 
turn to the question of “cults of the dead” below.) To take another line of 
argument, we do have some evidence that bamot were connected with rites 
for the dead (above). And it is interesting that among Josiahfs reforms were 
the destruction of the “ asherim ” in Jerusalem (or Asherahs?) and the de¬ 
filement of their former places with human bones (II Kings 23:14). An 
irony? (Turnabout is fair play.) 

(7) The biblical borders are said to have been “from Dan to Beersheba ” 
We have discussed above the fragments of a monumental horned altar that 
once stood in the Dan cult complex (see p. 141). Oddly enough, the only other 
certain occurrence of a similar altar is at Beersheba, where Aharoni found an- 



Plan of a large tumulus near Jerusalem; 8th cent. b.c. (?) 
Zevit 2001, Fig. 4:4 
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other such altar, of almost identical proportions. However, it was not discov¬ 
ered in situ, but rather its dismantled blocks were found in secondary use, as 
building blocks incorporated into the walls of a later storehouse near the city 
gate. Aharoni speculated that the altar was once part of a now-missing 
temple-like complex that he thought had been located just below the Helle¬ 
nistic cult complex in a prominent site on the mound. He called this the 
“basement building” because he argued that the superstructure had been de¬ 
stroyed down below the foundation level. Then the altar there was deliber¬ 
ately dismantled and the stones thrown out — later used as building blocks. 

Aharoni dated this hypothetical “cultic reform” to Hezekiah in the 
8th century b.c. But a reworking of Aharonfs generally “high chronology” 
shows that whatever happened took place more likely in the 7th century 
b.c. In this case, the reform of Josiah would provide a context, since it is re¬ 
ported that he “defiled the high places (bamdt) where the priests had 
burned incense, from Geba to Beersheba” (II Kings 23:8). 

Many scholars ridiculed Aharoni’s speculation as typical of the worst 
abuses of “biblical archaeology” (among them Yadin). But as one who has 
no sympathy with that movement and its naive attempt to “prove the Bi¬ 
ble,” I am willing to consider the notion. As I have argued in a recent book 
(Dever 2001), the biblical writers may have indulged in a good bit of “spin,” 
but sometimes they knew a lot, and they knew it early. “Josiah's reforms” 
are often dismissed by biblical scholars, and they probably were not very 
effective. But the context of II Kings 23, with its polemics against “popular 



The large four-horned 
altar from Beersheba, 
as reassembled; 

8th cent. b.c. 

Adapted from photo: 

Israel Antiquities Authority 
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religion/' can be well established by the archaeological evidence that we 
now actually have. There is nothing intrinsically fantastic about Josiah's 
having demolished a large bamah at Beersheba. (See also the case of the 
Arad temple, below; and see further Chapter VII on Josiah's reform.) 

(8) Second in importance only to Dan is the 8th-century b.c. cult 
complex at Kuntillet 'Ajrud in the eastern Sinai desert. It was excavated in 
i975~i97b in a salvage operation carried out by Ze'ev Meshel, but the site is 
published only in preliminary reports (Meshel 1978). Nonetheless, it has 
attracted the attention of many scholars because of the spectacular mate¬ 
rial that it has produced. The site is a typical Middle Eastern “caravansary,” 
or stopover station, on one of the desert routes crisscrossing the eastern Si¬ 
nai between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. It is on an isolated hilltop 
near small wells, still frequented by Bedouin. 

Kuntillet c Ajrud is essentially a one-period site, occupied continually 
in the mid-9th to mid-8th century b.c. The pottery not only confirms that 
date but makes it clear that although remote this is an “Israelite” site, with 
both northern and southern (or Judean) contacts. The main structure atop 
the mesa is a rather typical Iron Age Judean desert fort, rectangular in plan 
with casemate (double) walls and square towers at the corner, and a par¬ 
tially open courtyard in the center. There are food storage and cooking fa¬ 
cilities on the lower level, and steps indicate an upper level, no doubt with 
sleeping quarters. This complex was probably staffed and guarded by a 
small permanent force, but it would also have provided shelter and provi¬ 
sions for many desert travelers and traders. 

Some scholars have questioned whether Kuntillet 'Ajrud was a “fort,” 
a “religious center,” or even a “scribal school.” I regard much of the debate 
as beside the point The site is a fort; but it also serves quite sensibly as a sort 
of “inn”; and it has, as other sites do (above), an indisputable “gate shrine” 
The shrine consists of two rooms flanking the offset gateway as one comes 
into the courtyard from the plastered outer plaza. There are low benches 
around the walls of these rooms, and each is partially partitioned off across 
the back wall to form a favissa, or place to discard cultic items that must not 
be profaned by ordinary use. The walls and benches of the two side rooms 
are plastered, as are other portions of the larger complex. The “rationale” of 
the plan is clear; anyone coming or going must pass through the sacred 
area. There are two fragmentary outlying buildings at the far side of the 
plaza, but the gate shrine was the focal point of the entire complex. 

The gate shrine was a center for several cultic activities. In the two 
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Map showing the location 
of Kuntillet 'Ajrfrd 
Meshel 1978 



Plan of the Kuntillet 'Ajrfid fort 
Meshel 1978 
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bench rooms, the favissae, and in the courtyard nearby were found several 
inscriptions painted in the plaster walls; two large storejars with painted 
scenes and inscriptions; and quantities of pottery. Elsewhere in the com¬ 
plex there are other painted plaster inscriptions and drawings, as well as a 
large, heavy stone bowl inscribed around the rim “Belonging to Obadiah, 
the son of Adnah; Blessed be he by Yahweh,” no doubt a votive. 

Many fragmentary Hebrew inscriptions were found at Kuntillet 
'Ajrud, but neither a catalog nor adequate photographs have yet been pub¬ 
lished. Zevifs translations, based on firsthand examination in the Israel 
Museum, are among the best (2001:372-404). Of particular interest here is 
that the corpus of Hebrew inscriptions contains clear references to at least 
four deities: Yahweh, El, Ba'al, and Asherah. Where the names of these well- 
known deities are paired, their occurrence is even more significant. Thus we 
find the names of male deities “in parallel” (a typical feature of Hebrew 
syntax), indicating that they are held in equal esteem, in texts like this one: 

To bless Ba'al on the day of w[ar, 

To the name of El on day of w[ar. 

More revealing, however, are the names of “Yahweh” and “Asherah” 
paired on several inscriptions. A wall inscription in one of the bench 
rooms of the shrine reads 

To [Y]ahweh (of) Teiman (Yemen) and to his Ashera[h. 

One large storejar (“Pithos A”) has a long inscription that ends “I [b]lessed 
you by (or 'to') Yahweh of Samaria and by his Asherah.” The second 
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storejar (“Pithos B”) is similar but reads “Yahweh of Teiman and his 
Asherah ” These “Yahweh and his Asherah” inscriptions at Kuntillet \Ajrud 
must be compared, of course, with the contemporary Kh. el-Qom tomb 
inscription with the very same reading (Chapter VI). Both of these 
storejars also have elaborate, rather “exotic” painted scenes. “Pithos A” de¬ 
picts the well-known Phoenician motif of a cow suckling her calf (identi¬ 
cal to the motif on 9th-8th century b.c. carved ivory panels); a stylized 
palm tree (looking rather phallic) flanked by two rampant wild goats, a 
common motif in earlier Canaanite iconography; a large lion; what may be 
a bull; and, most importantly, a scene showing two standing male (?) fig¬ 
ures with arms linked, and off to the right a seated female figure. 

The Phoenician and Canaanite motifs are familiar, and they are not re¬ 
ally unexpected if we are dealing with “syncretistic” folk religion, as is cer¬ 
tainly the case here. But who are the three figures — so rare in Hebrew art that 
these are almost the only intact examples that we have (the others are on this 
same storejar; below)? 

When I first saw these painted storejars with Meshel some 25 years 
ago, I was stunned, both by the scene and by the Hebrew inscription above 
it. I soon wrote two articles (1982, in Hebrew; 1984) arguing that the two 
figures to the left represented the Egyptian dwarf-god Bes (see p. 134), who 
is often portrayed bow-legged, with a leonine head and a crown, wearing a 
spotted leopard skin. The left-hand figure is apparently male, whether the 
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Processional scene on Pithos B 
Meshel 1978 


dangling thing between its legs is a phallus or the tail of a leopard skin. The 
right-hand figure, however, seems to be female, since it has breasts. Odd as 
that may appear, it does not pose a problem, since Bes is an androgynous 
deity and can appear as either male or female. In any case, Bes is an 
apotropaic deity, one who “turns away” bad luck, associated particularly 
with music, dancing, and celebrations in the cult. He was very popular, 
both in Egypt and throughout the Levant (even in Mesopotamia). Small 
faience Bes amulets are quite common in 8th-7th century b.c. Judean 
tombs, so his presence in cultic art at Kuntillet 'Ajrtid is not at all surpris¬ 
ing. Some scholars, however, have gone further than I and would identify 
these two linked figures not as Bes representations, but rather as “Yahweh 
and his Asherah,” as we read on some texts. 

The seated female figure to the right is even more intriguing. Who is 
she, “Our Lady of *Ajrud”? I proposed in 1982 to identify her with the god¬ 
dess Asherah, who is of course mentioned specifically in the Hebrew texts 
at the top of the scene. My reasoning first was that this semi-nude, bare¬ 
breasted female was not likely to be an ordinary Judean housewife or a 
worshipper, much less a priestess or a queen, that is, any human female. 
But the clincher for me was the “lion throne” on which the figure is seated. 
This is not a familiar side chair. Note the splayed, claw-like feet; the “pan- 
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Hebrew inscription 
and cultic scenes 
on Pithos A 
Meshel 1978 

eled" sides; the slightly tilted back; and the fact that the figure's feet are 
dangling in the air, suggesting a missing footstool. 

Now it happens that “lion thrones" like these are very common in 
Ancient Near Eastern art and iconography, stretching back hundreds of 
years before Kuntillet c Ajrhd. And as I discovered, “lion thrones" are always 
associated with deities or kings — never with ordinary human beings. The 
rationale is that the lions, symbols of ferocity, carried the throne on their 
backs. These “sacred" lions are often represented as cherubs — potent 
symbols of the divine presence and power — that is, with wings. And in 
nearly all cases, there is a low footstool in front of the throne. 

Among the many parallel examples of lion thrones, I found one 
showing a Canaanite king on a carved ivory panel ca. 1200 b.c.; one on 
King Ahiram's royal sarcophagus now in the Louvre (although this is not 
Solomon's contemporary “Hiram, King of Tyre"); and a nearly identical 
scene on an electrum pendant from Ugarit on the coast of Syria, dating to 
ca. 1300 b.c. The “folk art" at Kuntillet c Ajr£id is primitive, of course, so the 
lion's feet are rather clubby; the feathers of the wings are very stylized on 
the side panels; the chair back (the tail) tilts only slightly; and, amusingly, 
the artist forgot the footstool. When one knows the long history of the 
“lion throne," however, it is clear that that is what the artist (if we can call 
him/her that) had in mind. And if this is a female deity, as seems most 
likely in a cult center, she can only be Asherah. 

The evidence for that identification, which may seem speculative, lies 
first in the fact that the goddess is actually named on the associated in- 
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Electmm pendants; Syria, i4th-i3th cent. b.c. 
Negbi 1976, Fig. 134; 120 


scription above. (Whether it is by the same hand, earlier or later, is irrele¬ 
vant, since they are associated.) Second, we have a mass of inscriptional ev¬ 
idence from the Levantine Iron Age showing that a frequent epithet of the 
goddess Asherah was “the Lion Lady.” 

Finally, the only goddess whose name is well attested in the Hebrew 
Bible (or in ancient Israel generally) is Asherah (above). In earlier Canaan, 
the Great Goddess may be a cosmic deity who could be known by several 
names: Asherah; 'Anat; Astarte; or Ba'alat or Elath (the feminine forms of 
“Ba'al” and “El”). Sometime she was associated with a particular cult and 
could thus appear in a local manifestation as “Ba'alat of Byblos”or the like. 
But by Israelite times, only the name Asherah survives in any clear sense. 
Astarte (“Ishtar”) appears in the Hebrew Bible only rarely. And 'Anat is at¬ 
tested only once in the personal name “Shamgar ben-'Anat” (Judges 3:31), 
and twice as a place name, “Beth-'Anat” (Joshua 19:38; Judges 1:33). 

Thus if the Kuntillet 'Ajrtid female figure is a goddess, she must be 
identified with Asherah, the old Canaanite Mother Goddess. Not only that, 
but the Hebrew text specifies that she is “ Yahweh’s Asherah.” I take that to 
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mean that here she is Yahweh's Lady, his consort, just as Asherah was El's 
consort in Canaanite religion. Thus Asherah could be thought of in some 
circles as a divine consort, but to discredit her the biblical writers and edi¬ 
tors couple her now with Ba'al. (In the older Canaanite pantheon, 'Anat is 
the younger god Ba'al's consort, while Asherah is E Ys consort, the “Mother 
of the gods.”) 

Not all scholars have been persuaded by my interpretation of the 
seated female and the accompanying inscription, especially since in 1982- 
1984 I was virtually alone in daring to speak of Yahweh's “consort” As for 
the inscription, there is admittedly a grammatical problem. In biblical He¬ 
brew, a proper name like “Asherah” does not usually take a possessive suf¬ 
fix like “his.” But there are some occurrences of such a construction in the 
parent Canaanite language, and also in late Hebrew and Aramaic. In any 
case, some scholars read the consonants y a-sh-r here not as “Asherah” but 
as “asherah,” the tree-like symbol of the goddess. They read my Kh. el-Qom 
inscription (below) the same way, thus “may X be blessed by Yahweh and 
his 'tree'.” I find that rather desperate, and I suspect that it reflects the re¬ 
luctance of many biblical scholars even to consider the possibility that 
Yahweh may have had a female consort. Yet many scholars increasingly ac¬ 
knowledge that the Hebrew word ’ asherah sometimes must be read 
“Asherah,” and that this goddess was venerated throughout much of the 
monarchy. So why not as Yahweh's consort? All the other major deities in 
the ancient Near East were paired. How can we continue to insist that an¬ 
cient Israel was “unique”? I will return to the issue of Asherah and her cult 
in Chapter VI in discussing women's roles in folk religion. 


Monumental Temples 

The most sacred tier of holy places discussed here would obviously be mon¬ 
umental temples, especially a temple like the Jerusalem Temple that served as 
a royal sanctuary and national cult center (at least in the Deuteronomistic 
ideal). Thus far, however, we have found very few actual examples from early 
Israel — but enough,however, to question the biblical notion that there were 
none except the Temple in Jerusalem, as the later writers maintained. 

(1) The earliest Israelite monumental temple that we have is the Field 
V Migdal Temple at Shechem, the old tribal center in the heartland of Sa¬ 
maria, with traditions going even farther back into ancestral times (Gene- 
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sis 12:1-7). This impressive building was first excavated by the Germans in 
the 1930s and then re-excavated in the 1960s by G. Ernest Wright and an 
American team (my first fieldwork there in 1962; I later directed a cam¬ 
paign in 1973). The building has been called a “ migdal ” (Hebrew “for¬ 
tress”) temple because of its massive walls, up to fifteen feet thick; its two 
towers at the entrance; and its presumed second or even third stories. It 
was first constructed in the middle Bronze Age as a Canaanite temple, ca. 
1650 b.c., and then reused with some alterations in the late Bronze Age, ca. 


The Field V migdal temple at Shechem, with large massebdh in forecourt 

Photo: W. G.Dever 
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1400-1300 b.c. An alteration in the nth century b.c. at the beginning of the 
Iron Age saw the addition of a large massebdh or standing stone and an al¬ 
tar in the forecourt (Temple 1). Shortly after that, the building was de¬ 
stroyed, and it was used some time later (Temple 2) only as a granary 
(Stager 2003). 

Wright connected the Field V temple with biblical traditions, begin¬ 
ning with those in Joshua 24. There it is said that at the close of the con¬ 
quest of Canaan Joshua gathered all the tribes at Shechem, where he re¬ 
cited to them 'all the mighty acts of God” He then instituted a covenant 
renewal ceremony in which the people solemnly bound themselves to obey 
all Yahwehs commandments. As a witness to this covenant, Joshua "took a 
great stone, and set it up there under the oak in the sanctuary (miqddsh) of 
Yahweh” (Joshua 24:26). Wright took the Field V temple, with its newly 
erected massebdh, to be this very "sanctuary” In his view, an old Canaanite 
temple of the patriarchal age (compare the "oak” here with Abrahams 
"oak” in Genesis 12:6) was re-consecrated as an Israelite sanctuary some¬ 
time around 1200 b.c. (Wright, Shechem: Biography of a Biblical City 1965). 

Wright then appealed to Judges 9, which relates how one of the later 
judges, Abimelech, went to Shechem to rally support for a bid to make 
himself king (his name means "My father was King”). As the account has 
it, "All the citizens of Shechem came together, and all Beth-millo, and they 
went and made Abimelech king, by the oak of the pillar” ( mussdb; an alter¬ 
nate form of massebdh; Judges 9:6). But one Jotham sows dissension: "Is¬ 
rael has no king but Yahweh ” After three oppressive years, the Shechemites 
rebel, but they are put down by Abimelech, who shuts them up in the 




Plan of Temples 1, 
2 at Shechem; 

12th and 8 th 
cents, b.c. 

Stager 2003, p. 30 
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“Tower (migdal) of Shechem” and burns it down upon their heads. The 
text also calls this structure first “the temple of a/-berith” and temple of 
Baal “of the covenant”; then, significantly, it is the “temple of £/-berith,” 
temple of El “of the covenant” (cf. Judges 9:4; 9:46). Wright saw here con¬ 
firmation of the notion that the old Canaanite temple dedicated to Ba'al 
had been re-dedicated to El , one of the ancient names of Israelite Yahweh. 
He argued furthermore that it still served (presumably a few generations 
later in the period of the Judges) as the cult center for a covenant renewal 
ceremony. 

Wright's views were met with suspicion in most circles, and with de¬ 
rision among European biblicists: here was “biblical archaeology” at its 
worst. Nevertheless, as one who has vigorously opposed old-fashioned 
“prove the Bible archaeology” for 30 years, and as an archaeologist who is 
familiar with Shechem firsthand, I have few objections. The Shechem 
“Migdal Temple” certainly could have served as an early Israelite public 
sanctuary — especially in the light of all that we have learned since the 
1960s about continuities with Canaanite religion (Chapter VIII). There is 
such a thing as being too skeptical, dispensing with common sense too 
quickly. The biblical writers remembered this temple as genuinely “Israel¬ 
ite,” and they tolerated its existence because it was pre-Solomonic and 
therefore not expected to conform to the Deuteronomistic ideal. 

(2) The only known full-fledged Israelite temple of the monarchic 
period is the one excavated at Arad, east of Beersheba,by Yohanan Aharoni 
in the 1960s. This building was controversial from the moment of its dis¬ 
covery. Some scholars argued that it could not have been a “temple”: there 
weren't supposed to be any. Others thought it simply a desert “tabernacle.” 
Still others assumed that it might have been a temple of sorts, but surely 
not “Israelite.” And estimates of the date ranged all the way from the 10th 
century b.c. to the 7th century b.c. 

No final publication ever appeared, but several recent reexaminations 
of the excavated material have clarified matters considerably, especially the 
question of date (Herzog 2001). All now agree that it must be 8th century 
b.c., that is, post-SoIomonic by some two centuries. The temple was thus in 
use not through four or five strata,but only in Str. 10-9. The revised chronol¬ 
ogy has major implications for relating the Arad temple to biblical history. 

Iron Age Arad was a small fort east of Beersheba, on the Judean bor¬ 
der with the Negev desert. The complex is roughly square, with thick 
offsets-insets walls. The temple occupies almost one-quarter of the inte- 
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General view of Arad temple 
Photo: W. G.Dever 


rior space, located in the northwest corner. It is the only well-preserved el¬ 
ement within the fort. The use of the other spaces is uncertain, but they 
were probably the living and storage areas for the troops of the garrison, 
which must have been quite small. Some light is thrown on the size and 
function of the fort by the more than 100 ostraca found, documents writ¬ 
ten in ink on pieces of broken pottery. Most have to do with provisions, 
but some of them mention names that are known from priestly families in 
the Bible. One (no. 18) refers to the “temple of Yahweh,” which I interpret 
not as the Jerusalem Temple, but as the local temple at Arad (contra 
Aharoni and some others). 

The rectangular temple, like the one in Jerusalem, is basically tripar¬ 
tite in plan, with three rooms arranged along a central axis. The first room, 
with an off-center entrance, is an open courtyard with a large stone altar 
on one side wall and a corridor or storage area (favissa?) behind that. Near 
the altar in a walled-off compartment to one side were found an offering 
stand with a removable bowl and a large oil lamp. Nearby, there was a 
small bronze weight in the form of a crouching lion. 
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Plan of Arad temple 
Keel 1997, Fig. 170 


Arad ostracon no. 18 
Aharoni 1981, p. 36 


A- \ 
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The next chamber was shallow but wide. There were probably low 
stone and mud benches around the walls, but these were poorly preserved. 
Beyond that, the third “room” was only a small niche (6 by 3V2 feet), ap¬ 
proached by a single step. The entrance was at one time flanked by two 
square, finely dressed stylized horned altars, which had some traces of 
burned “organic material” on the tops (unfortunately not analyzed). A cur¬ 
tain seems to have closed off this “inner sanctum” (Hebrew debit , “holy of 
holies” in the Jerusalem Temple). At the back wall there apparently stood 
two large undressed standing stones, one larger than the other, one with 
faint traces of red paint. But these massebot , as I take them to be, were not 
found there in situ. They were recovered (along with a third) from under a 
later plaster floor (Str. 8?), along with the two altars mentioned above (there 
is some confusion in preliminary reports; see Zevit 2001:166, 167). Some 
take these alterations as evidence of the attempted reforms of either Heze- 
kiah or Josiah (as Aharoni himself did; see further Chapter VIII). 

Due to poor excavation techniques all too common in the 1960s, as 
well as to inadequate publication, the Arad temple and its paraphernalia 
have rarely been taken seriously by scholars, even archaeologists. A recent 
treatment by Ze’ev Herzog (2001), an original staff member, acknowledges 
the faults of the project and salvages what information can be salvaged. 


One of the small stylized 
horned altars flanking the entrance 
to the inner sanctum 
of the Arad temple; 

8th cent. b.c. 

Vriezen 2001, Fig. 8 
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Inner sanctum of the Arad temple, with horned altars and massebdt 
Photo: W. G.Dever 


Herzog agrees that the deliberate and careful dismantling of the cella (that 
is, the central cult room) of the temple, with the altars and massebdt and 
their concealment beneath a Str. 8 plaster floor, is indeed to be connected 
with Hekeziah's reforms in the late 8th century b.c. II Kings 18:4 specifies 
that Hezekiah “removed the high places (bamot) and broke down the pil¬ 
lars (massebdt) and cut down the Asherah (the 5 asherah ). 55 

Skeptics regard this passage, along with the account of Josiabfs re¬ 
forms (II Kings 23) a century later, as simply Deuteronomistic propaganda. 
These two “reformers” were the only ludean kings of whom these writers 
approved. Whether the idealistic reforms were successful or not, whether 
they in fact even took place, is irrelevant for our purposes here. The bibli¬ 
cal writers 5 knowledge of folk religion, even though they disapproved of it, 
was accurate and realistic. There is no reason to think that they were un¬ 
aware of an “illegitimate 55 temple and its incense altars and massebdt at 
Arad, especially since this was a ludean royal fortress. It would have been 
an obvious target for an iconoclastic reform. And while this may be specu¬ 
lation, the deliberate dismantling of the temple and its replacement by an- 
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other structure in the days of Hezekiah is an archaeological fact. I see no 
reason for skepticism here (see further Chapter VIII). 

I would make several other observations about the Arad temple, re¬ 
garding things that most scholars have missed. The bronze lion found near 
the altar, even though it is only a small weight, is significant. Shekel 
weights in the form of cast bronze animals are exceedingly rare, and their 
use as offerings is unknown as far as I know. The presentation of a lion 
here reminds me of the common epithet of Asherah, the “Lion Lady” 
(above). As though to underscore the plurality of deities, there is the fact 
that there are two massebot in the temple cella, one smaller than the other. 
If massebot symbolize the presence of deities, as the biblical witness unani¬ 
mously testifies (above), then we have at least two deities venerated in the 
Arad temple. 

Finally, I note the context of the Arad temple. It is a prominent, in¬ 
deed disproportionately large, part of what is a Judean royal fortress (as 
the ostraca make clear). If I am correct in the interpretation of the finds, 
here we have evidence that the religion of barracks soldiers — ordinary 
folk — was often compatible with the “official” state cult. Not only do 
some ostraca seem to concern provisions for the temple and the casting of 
priestly lots, but others mention the “sons (descendants) of Korah,” a well- 
known Levitical priestly family. Furthermore, two shallow platters (no. 
102,103) found at the foot of the large altar in the courtyard have an abbre¬ 
viation qoph-kdp , probably for qddesh kohdntm, “holy object of priests.” 

All things considered, there is no reason to suppose that the Arad 
temple is unique or even exceptional. Rather it appears to be an example of 
what was probably a widespread phenomenon — local temples. Here is 
one even in a remote outpost, where supposedly “syncretistic” practices 
went on until they became unacceptable under the influence of the 
“Yahweh alone movement” of the mid-8th century b.c. (Chapter VIII). Yet 
few biblical scholars have seen the importance of the Arad temple (excep¬ 
tions are Ahlstrom 1982; Albertz 1994; and the trenchant discussion of 
Zevit 2001:136-171). 

Having established a sufficient archaeological database to illuminate 
folk religion, let me turn now to one of its most prominent aspects, the 
cult of Asherah. Here I shall try to show how far actual religious beliefs and 
practices differed from the ideal of biblical “book religion” 
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The Goddess Asherah and Her Cult 


We have already discussed the archaeological evidence for household 
shrines and most of the cultic paraphernalia typically associated with 
them in Chapters IV and V. Here the effort was to portray popular religion 
at the most fundamental level, that of the family. Now it is time, however, 
to focus even more closely on the role that women played in family reli¬ 
gion and to explore further the question of whether many Israelite women 
had a patroness, the old Canaanite Mother Goddess “Asherah.” That brings 
us to the one class of archaeological artifacts that we have introduced only 
briefly thus far, the terra cotta female figurines. 


The Figurines: Who Is She? 

From the 1920s onward, as excavations in Palestine mounted in number 
and broadened in scope, a series of small terra cotta female figurines that 
were unearthed came to be widely discussed and their meaning disputed. 
The discussion, in my opinion, has generated far more heat than light. 
There is no need to summarize the controversy here, especially since the 
recent exhaustive analysis of the Israeli archaeologist Raz Kletter has given 
the history in his The Judean Pillar Figurines and the Archaeology of 
Asherah (1996). 

(1) First let us look at the basic types of these figurines; the numbers 
known; their date; and the contexts from which they come, (a) A few early 
figurines from the ioth-9th century b.c. depict a frontally nude female 


176 



The Goddess Asherah and Her Cult 


with long hair, her arms at her side or her hands at the breasts. These 
would appear to continue a Late Bronze Age Canaanite tradition of plaque 
figures, either standing (votives?) or lying on a couch (mourners or dei¬ 
ties). Most scholars identify the standing figurines with the well-known 
Late Bronze Age goddess Asherah, especially those with the distinctive 
bouffant wig worn by the Egyptian goddess Hathor, whom the texts clearly 
equate with Levantine Asherah as “Qudshu, the Holy One” An Egyptian 
New Kingdom plaque now in the Winchester Museum shows the goddess 
with her crossed chest-bands, astride a lion, and gives all three of her 
names: Qudshu (Asherah); Astarte; and 'Anat. (b) Also mostly from the 
loth-9th century b.c. in the north are a number of figurines that show a fe¬ 
male holding at one breast a circular object that has been variously inter¬ 
preted as a “frame drum” (tambourine), or possibly a molded bread cake. 
These may be nude or wearing a skirt. We have already noted them from 
Tell-el Far'ah (N.) and have pointed out a mold for mass-producing them 
found in the Ta'anach “Cultic Structure” (above). A few occur in Judah as 
late as the 7th century b.c. 


An early type of plaque figurine; 
10th cent. b.c. (?). 

Zevit 2001, Fig.4.1 .Ilia 
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Late Bronze Age plaque figurine, 
possibly of a deceased female 
lying on a couch or bier 
Zevit 2001, Fig.4.1.Illb 


Egyptian New Kingdom plaque 
in the Winchester Museum, 
depicting the Goddess riding 
on a lion and giving all three 
of her names: (1) “Qudshu” 
(“Holy One,” or Asherah-Hathor); 
(2) ‘Anat; (3) Astarte 
Winter 1983, Fig. 37 


Some of them may indeed be playing a frame-drum, since musical 
instruments are well documented in the cult, and often with women as 
performers (Meyers 19913:16-27), but these seem more “Phoenician” in 
character. (Would Israelite women musicians have performed publicly 
half-nude?) Some of the circular objects on the Israelite/Judean examples, 
however, look to me more like the mold-made cakes with deeply incised 
patterns that are well known from the ancient Near East in connection 
with cultic feasts (cf. p. 134). We have molds from Mesopotamia; and Jew- 
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ish women still bake “hamantashen,” or three-cornered poppy-seed cakes 
said to represent Haman’s hat in the book of Esther, for the festival of 
Purim, as do Eastern Orthodox women for their feasts. Several points 
seem relevant to me: (1) The Phoenician figurines hold the disc away from 
their chest, at an angle, as one naturally would with a frame drum. Fur¬ 
thermore, the disc here is undecorated, as a frame drum would be. 

(2) The Israelite-Judean figurines, on the other hand, clutch the disc (al¬ 
ways decorated) tightly to their chest — no way to play a frame drum. 

(3) Finally, the Ta'anach mold (p. 154) — our best evidence for mass pro¬ 
duction, and from a well-dated context — features a very small disc, 
which can hardly be a frame drum and must be a molded or incised cake. 
I am reminded of Jeremiah’s protest about folk religion in Judean villages 
of the 7th century b.c.: 

The children gather wood, 

the fathers kindle fire, 

and the women knead dough 

to make cakes for the Queen of Heaven. (Jeremiah 7:18; cf. 44:17-19) 

The “Queen of Heaven” is usually identified as Astarte (or Ishtar, another 
name for the Mother Goddess; Ackerman 1992), but that name is relatively 
rare in the biblical texts (above). 

Far more common than all of these, however, are two types of later, 
specifically Judean “pillar-base” figurines, so-called because they do not 
model the lower body (which looks to some like a tree trunk). These pro¬ 
liferated after the fall of Samaria in the late 8th-7th century b.c., as Kletter 
has shown beyond doubt. Both types depict a nude female with prominent 
breasts. The first has a very stylized face, made by simply pinching the up¬ 
per part with a thumb and the forefinger to form a crude nose and two im¬ 
pressions for eyes. The two hands lift up the breasts, as though to offer 
them to a nursing child. Sometimes they have side-locks or wear turbans. 
The second type of Judean pillar figurine has a finely modeled head with 
elaborate coiffure, separately mold-made and then attached to the body. 
These, too, feature prominent breasts, sometimes pendulous. The great 
American scholar Albright long ago dubbed both types u dea nutrix” figu¬ 
rines, emphasizing their representation of a goddess as a nursing mother 
(and only that, since the lower body is a featureless column with a simple 
flaring base). 
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Phoenician “pillar-base” figurine holding a 
frame-drum, possibly a cult musician 
Vriezen 2001, Fig. 15 



(2) There is the matter of numbers of all these figurines, which is dis¬ 
puted. A catalogue published by Holland in 1977 counted 2711, and hun¬ 
dreds have been discovered since then, some 400 from Jerusalem alone. In 
the past, I have spoken of <c about 3000” all told, but Kletter disagrees. Of 
the Judean pillar-base figurines, Kletter counts 854 examples (including 
359 of Holland's corpus from Kenyons excavations in Jerusalem; but not all 
of Shiloh's later excavations). It is specifically the late Judean pillar-base 
figurines that I shall consider here, because they are far more numerous, 
and they are also somewhat easier to interpret. Whatever the exact figure 
(many hundreds), it is agreed that they were exceedingly common in the 
8th-7th century b.c. 

(3) As I have said, in archaeology context is crucial. The pillar-base 
figurines may be common in general, but where specifically do they tend to 
occur? The answer is, in all sorts of contexts, nearly all domestic: in houses; 
in cisterns, pits, and rubbish heaps; and in debris of all kinds. But they are 
relatively rare in tomb deposits, as well as in clear cultic contexts (although 
the mold found in the Ta'anach “Cultic Structure" provides a very signifi¬ 
cant exception). As I have stressed above, context is fundamental to deter¬ 
mining the meaning of archaeological artifacts, so we are led to conclude 
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that the female figurines have more to do with household than with com¬ 
munity cults, more with ongoing life events than with death and funerary 
rituals. In any case, we are clearly dealing with family religion . But it is im¬ 
portant to note that thus far there is no obvious “pattern” of distribution 
that would help to specify just what these figurines signified or exactly how 
they were used. They were certainly not “toys” (below). 

(4) The “psychology” of the pillar figurines might be clarified if we 
could connect them with some terminology in the literature, in this case 
the biblical texts, the only witness that we have. There are several possible 
Hebrew terms for “figurine,” but none are very persuasive. 

(a) One possibility would be the term teraphim. The etymology is 
not known, but the word occurs fifteen times in the Hebrew Bible, where 
we have to determine its meaning by context. In Genesis 31:33-35 we have 
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an intriguing story of how Rachel resisted Jacob's intent to break camp and 
move the tents. She did so by hiding the teraphim —the “household gods" 
(as the RSV correctly translates) — among the camel trappings, and then 
sitting atop the heap. She apologizes to her father Laban by saying that she 
is indisposed because she is having her period and cannot rise to meet 
him. 

This passage implies several things about the images of the gods in 
the patriarchal stories. (1) They are plural, representing several deities. 
(2) They are associated with traditional nomadic lifestyles and were there¬ 
fore portable. (3) They represent the ancestral deities (or deified ances¬ 
tors?) of the clan — their continuing “presence" in the family group — 
and thus they were among the most valuable of the family's possessions. 
(4) They were small enough for a hoard of them to be concealed under a 
woman's lap. (5) Finally, they may have been principally in the custodian¬ 
ship of women. 

Other passages may add to this picture. I Samuel 19:13-16 relates how 
Michal concealed her husband David's escape from Saul's wrath at the pal¬ 
ace. She placed teraphim (in the plural, as always) in the bed where he had 
lain overnight and covered them with the bedclothes and a pillow of goat's 
hair. Here the teraphim (or one of them) appear to have been larger, that is, 
life-size. 

Micah, whose family shrine we have discussed above, had teraphim 
in his house, used by his sons whom he had appointed as priests. The bibli¬ 
cal texts (Judges 17:5; 18:17-20) mention the teraphim in connection with 
peselim , “graven or carved images," so the two types of images are not 
identical (below). Overall, the term teraphim seems to refer to relatively 
small, portable images of deities, although the terminology does not reveal 
the medium, except that it was probably not metal or wood (that is, they 
were not “graven, carved"). 

(b) Another possible biblical term for our figurines is gillultm . The 
verbal root means “to roll," but the noun derived from it means “(ball of) 
dung" and is sometimes used that way. In the plural, however, the word 
comes to mean “idol," but with the connotation that idols are as repugnant 
as excrement. Thus in Deuteronomy 29:17 gillulim are associated with 
shiquSy “an abominable thing," presumably things “made of wood and 
stone." In Ezekiel, where the term occurs most often (late 7th-early 6th 
century b.c.), it is associated with high places (bamot), standing stones 
(massebdt) altars, and other kinds of images (Ezekiel 6:4, 5). In Ezekiel the 
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gillultm are images depicted on a wall; and Ezekiel 18:12 speaks of “lifting 
up one's eyes" to view them. Thus it may be that gillultm are painted im¬ 
ages of deities. But if so, they do not survive (understandably so). 

(c) I have already mentioned pesel, a “graven, carved image," the 
noun derived from a verb meaning “to hew into shape." Most of the bibli¬ 
cal references suggest something carved from wood or engraved in metal 
(perhaps overlaid with silver or gold). Several references among the fierce 
polemics against idolatry in Isaiah and Jeremiah yield the clearest under¬ 
standing of what a pesel is. Isaiah ridicules the idol (pesel): “a workman 
casts it, and a goldsmith overlays it with gold" (40:19; cf. 30:22). Or again, 
he asks: “Who fashions a god or casts an image (pesel) that is profitable 
for nothing?" (44:10). And in the same passage there is a contemptuous 
description of a man who makes a “carved image" (pesel) of wood, then 
cuts it up to worship half of it and builds a cooking fire with the other 
half (44:14-20; cf. 45:20; also of wood; and Jeremiah 10:3, 4, of wood, over¬ 
laid with silver and gold). These peseltm, however sturdy and well made, 
will be “beaten to pieces" by Yahweh, declares the 8th-century b.c. 
prophet Micah (1:7). These are the very “images" that the Ten Command¬ 
ments prohibits (Exodus 20:4; Deuteronomy 5:8), specifically because 
they represent deities. Those who make them “trust in graven images 
(peseltm) .. . say to molten images, ‘You are our gods'" (Isaiah 42:17). And 
a passage in Kings denouncing Manasseh for his heresies describes the 
“graven image" (pesel) he made for Asherah and set up in the Temple in 
Jerusalem (II Kings 21:7). 

(d) In some of the passages just cited, pesel is used in parallel with 
massekdh . This term is usually translated “molten image" (from a verb 
meaning “to pour out"), and obviously it is also made of metal. How the 
two kinds of cast metal images are related is unclear. 

(e) The rare word semel can refer to a forbidden idol or even an im¬ 
age of an animal (Deuteronomy 4:15-18), but it is unknown what these ob¬ 
jects actually were. There are also a few other terms in the Hebrew Bible for 
“image," but these are usually more abstract, that is, they refer to God's or 
humanity's “image." 

What have we learned from this excursus into terminology? Not 
much, I fear. We can only observe that some of these terms obviously refer 
to idols made of wood or stone, either portable or statuesque. The gillultm 
might be painted images, but painted on what we do not know. Only the 
terdphtm could possibly refer to our small terra cotta figurines (less than 6- 

183 



DID GOD HAVE A WIFE? 


7 inches high); and Michal's terdphim replacing David in the bed would 
seem to make that identification doubtful. 

After long consideration of all the typical biblical language regarding 
“images,” I have concluded that none of it fits what we actually have in the 
female figurines. How can one account for that? 

I can think of only three possible explanations. (1) The first is that 
the biblical writers and editors simply didn't know about our figurines, so 
of course they do not mention them. I find that hard to believe, since the 
figurines were very common — and precisely in the late 8th-early 6th cen¬ 
turies b.c., when the literary tradition was beginning to take shape. I have 
argued, of course, that the biblical writers were “elitist,” out of touch with 
ordinary people. But they were not oblivious to what was going on around 
them, because they do talk about many other aspects of folk religion in 
considerable detail. They must have been aware of the widespread use of 
our figurines. 

(2) That leads to two other possible explanations for the silence of 
the Hebrew Bible. Perhaps the writers were just not interested in these fig¬ 
urines, so they ignored them. But there the same objection as above holds: 
they know a great deal about folk religion, and they are clearly interested in 
it (if only because they disapprove of it). 

(3) I can offer only one other explanation, namely that the biblical 
writers and editors knew very well what the female figurines represented, 
and therefore they deliberately suppressed any reference to them . They did 
not wish to acknowledge the popularity and the powerful influence of 
these images, much less to enhance them by talking about them. (“Don't 
speak of the devil," as the saying goes.) Thus there is an attempt here to de¬ 
ceive readers, ancient and modern. Why? I think it must be because the 
images represented the goddess Asherah, whom the biblical writers ab¬ 
horred (and probably also feared). 

I have already shown how some of the biblical references to 
“asherah” are downplayed in the texts, reducing her as it were to only a 
“shadow of herself”— merely a symbol of the goddess, a pole or tree. And 
we have noted how later editors may have tinkered with the pronunciation 
of the related divine name “Astarte” to make it pronounced as “shame.” 
There may be a further clue concerning what appears to be the obscurity 
of some biblical language, as in the word mipleset. 

This word occurs only once in the Hebrew Bible, in I Kings 13:13 (= 
II Chronicles 13:16). This story describes how King Asa's mother Ma'acah 


184 



The Goddess Asherah and Her Cult 


made “an abominable image for Asherah,” something of wood that Asa 
“cut down” and “burned” The verb from which this rare word comes 
means “to shudder,” or to be horrified. But the modern translation of the 
noun as “abominable image” is only a guess at the exact meaning. Now if 
the biblical writers had wanted to be precise in mentioning this wooden 
image of or for the goddess Asherah, they had the more or less precise 
terms discussed above at hand. But they did not use any of these words. 
They chose what I would call a circumlocution, a way of “skirting the is¬ 
sue ” They wanted to condemn Ma'acah for her veneration of Asherah, so 
they had to be specific about her most sinful act. But they call the Asherah 
image only an “abomination” — something too terrible to mention by 
name. We either have to conclude that this was a deliberate attempt to ob¬ 
scure a reference to Asherah and her images; or suppose that the writers 
didn't really know what a mipleset was, and were aware only that it was 
something very bad. I find the latter unlikely. I am confident that the bibli¬ 
cal writers knew very well what a mipleset was; they just didn't want you to 
know. In my view, it is all part of the attempt of a hierarchical, male, ortho¬ 
dox Establishment to drive Asherah underground — an attempt that ulti¬ 
mately succeeded. And there she remained, until she was dug up recently 
by archaeologists. I can already hear the cries of protest that there was no 
such “conspiracy.” But rather than raising theoretical objections, let us 
continue to look at the evidence — without theological presuppositions, if 
possible. As usual in the study of artifacts, it is function that offers the best 
clue as to what an object was. How did the figurines function, and what 
did that make them? Are they, as Zevit suggests, “Prayers in Clay”? 

The first clue to function and thus to identity is found in the earlier 
Late Bronze Age version of these figurines, since they did not first emerge 
in Canaan in Israelite times. From about 1500-1200 b.c. we have a large se¬ 
ries of metal or mold-made terra cotta plaque female figurines. Many are 
rather stylized, but all of them present a nude female figure frontally, with 
wide hips and full breasts. Sometimes the pubic triangle is exaggerated and 
graphically portrayed. The figure often wears a necklace, occasionally an 
arrow-quiver with crossed chest-bands. She may hold lotus blossoms, 
snakes, or even sacrificial animals in her outstretched hands. Very often 
she is riding on the back of a lion (or sometimes a war-horse). 

There is no doubt whatsoever who this figure represents. She is the 
great Goddess of Canaan, under many guises. As we have seen, she goes by 
several, perhaps local, names: Asherah, c Anat, Astarte, Elath, or Ba'alat. 
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The hundreds of mythological texts from ancient Ugarit on the coast of 
Syria, known since the 1930s, introduce the first three names and tell us a 
great deal about the roles of the goddesses (Coogan 1978). Astarte is a deity 
associated with the stars and heavenly bodies (and can be androgynous). 
'Anat is simultaneously a fierce warrior goddess and the passionate lover 
of the storm god Ba'al — a goddess of love and death. And Asherah is the 
consort of the high god El, “Lady Asherah of the Sea” and the “Mother of 
the gods” (Some scholars see these as entirely separate deities, not as vari¬ 
ous manifestations of a cosmic female deity.) 

The lore of the Canaanite gods and goddesses and the dramatic sto¬ 
ries of their loves and wars and even their misadventures would have per¬ 
sisted throughout the Iron Age in Canaan. These oral traditions, preserved 
in poem and song, constituted a strong undercurrent in Israelite religious 
thought and practice (as we shall see in Chapter VIII). I have already noted 
how frequently El persists as one of Yahweh's names (see also Chapter 
VIII); how Ba'al and Asherah appear often in the biblical texts. Thus Israel¬ 
ites already knew of the centuries-old “Mother Goddess,” and their por- 


Gold pendant depicting Asherah on her lion, 
with Hathor wig, holding ibexes and serpents; 

Syria, i4th-i3th cent. b.c. 

Negbi 1976, Fig. 119 
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trait of her (if that's what the figurines were) would naturally have been 
similar to the Canaanite portrayals, especially since folk art is always tradi¬ 
tional. Yet here the differences are more significant than the similarities. 

The Iron Age Israelite figurines, at least the typical 8th-7th-century 
B.c. Judean pillar-base ones, never model the genitalia, or even the lower 
body at all. They emphasize the breasts , so much so that the eye is inevita¬ 
bly drawn there (there being nothing else to see). And here one must put 
entirely out of mind the modern fascination with female breasts as “sex 
objects." In the ancient world, breasts were associated with their most basic 
function: nursing an infant, whose very life depended upon the mother's 
having sufficient milk. Thus there is nothing “immodest" here (and also 
nothing to the charge of some feminists that sex-obsessed modern male 
scholars have invented the notion of “fertility goddesses"; below). Even to¬ 
day, one can see extremely modest Arab women in the villages nursing 
their babies in public. Albright's intuition in calling these figurines dea 
nutrix (the “Nursing Goddess") long ago was sound. 

The point that I want to make here is that while the Canaanite figu¬ 
rines portray the goddess as a rather lascivious courtesan of the gods, the 
Israelite ones are much more “chaste" and portray her simply as a nurs¬ 
ing mother. The Great Mother becomes a patroness of mothers every¬ 
where (although still possibly a divine consort). In that sense, the more 
blatant sexuality of Canaanite religion is now restrained and redirected, 
without religion being, of course, any less “earthy," any less concerned 
with fecundity. 

Although it is obvious that the female function of lactation is some¬ 
how part of the “psychology" of these figurines and their use, we are still 
left to speculate how they were actually employed, as well as who is repre¬ 
sented (the two questions are intertwined). First, I have suggested else¬ 
where that the figurines were talismans . A talisman is a charm — a sym¬ 
bolic object (like Aladdin's lamp) that is supposed to work “magic," to 
bring some desired benefit. If we venture to ask what Israelite women (and 
men) would have wanted in using these figurines as talismans, one answer 
may seem obvious: babies — babies conceived and safely born and suc¬ 
cessfully reared through infancy. But since talismans were thought to work 
magic generally, they could also be used in the hope of securing any benefit 
that was desired. The figure of a woman with full breasts would have sug¬ 
gested the overall notion of “plenty," the gods' abilities to nourish the hu¬ 
man family. And if we ask to whom such “prayers in clay" were addressed, 


187 



DID GOD HAVE A WIFE? 


A terra cotta of the Great Mother, 
displaying her vulva and nursing twins; 
Revadim (Israel), Late Bronze Age 
Keel and Uehlinger 1998, Fig. 82 



the answer is equally obvious: to the local manifestation of Asherah, long 
venerated in Canaan as patroness of mothers. 

One doesn't have to be a genius (or a woman) to figure all this out. 
Yet many scholars continue to wonder what these female figurines were, 
whom they represent, or how they functioned. Some have rejected out¬ 
right the notion of "talismans” A few even go to the absurd extreme of de¬ 
claring that the figurines are merely toys — which I call the “Barbie-doll 
syndrome" (but even “toys" are highly symbolic, of course). There are re¬ 
ally only three reasonable possibilities. (1) The figurines represent a goddess 
(Asherah) to whom women (and men) prayed, and they were used as talis¬ 
mans generally. (2) They represent a woman praying to a deity (not neces¬ 
sarily female). (3) They are a sort of “stand-in" for the worshipper, a votive 
offering symbolizing the worshipper's prayers and vows. I prefer the first 
interpretation, which the majority of scholars today have finally come 
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around to, and I have shown above why Asherah is the specific goddess 
who must be represented. But could a case be made for the figurines being 
votives? And could the figurines be both images of the Goddess and 
votives? I shall not deal here with the possibility that the figurines generally 
represent mortal women, since that seems out of the question to me (but 
cf. Carol Meyers 1988:162,163 for this view, the Phoenician figurines espe¬ 
cially as depicting dancers or musicians in the cult). Certainly the earlier 
Mesopotamian and Canaanite female “votives” are all images of the God¬ 
dess, not of humans. 

A votive (from the Latin voto, “wish, vow”) is an object presented, 
that is, “dedicated,” to a deity, symbolizing and accompanied by a wish and 
a vow. (In another context, a votive could be something done in the perfor¬ 
mance of a vow.) Various vows are well known from biblical texts (the He¬ 
brew term is nadar). There are several instructive examples. Leviticus 
22:i7ff. gives the “orthodox” rationale for making and performing vows, 
and it specifies that offerings and sacrifices are to be made, especially a 
“freewill offering” (22:18). This provides an important clue: vows are not 
mandated, they are voluntary. Psalm 56:12,13 is a commentary, because it 
describes vows in general as an aspect of personal piety. Proverbs 7:13,14 is 
even more instructive, because here we have the account of a housewife, 
dressed as a prostitute, who becomes enamored with a young man “with¬ 
out sense” and propositions him. 

She seizes him and losses him, 

And with impudent face she says to him: 

I had to offer sacrifices, 

And today I have paid my vows. (Proverbs 7:13,14) 

The biblical writers may disapprove of this woman, but they inadvertently 
tell us that women in ancient Israel were accustomed to making vows 
(Berlinerblau 1996). 

The story of another woman, Hannah, who used to go to the shrine 
at Shiloh to worship, is perhaps the most relevant for our inquiry here. 
Hannah was infertile and desperately wished for a child, but Yahweh had 
“closed her womb” (1 Sam. 1:5), as a result of which her husband Elkanah's 
other wife ridiculed her. So Hannah “wept and would not eat”; she was 
“deeply distressed and prayed to Yahweh.” Then she “vowed a vow,” saying 
that if Yahweh would give her a son, she would dedicate him to God all the 
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days of his life as a “Nazirite” (1:7-11; the son was Samuel the judge and 
prophet). Here we see the essence of a vow. It is a “contract” with a deity: 
“if you do this, I will do that” 

The biblical story of Hannah is marked by the propagandistic intent 
of the Deuteronomistic writers and editors, who are trying to explain why 
Samuel is “different.” Nevertheless, it reveals some significant details about 
women and vows. (1) Hannah took the initiative in making this vow, virtu¬ 
ally ignoring the priest Eli at the Shiloh shrine, and defying him when he 
berated her for being “drunk ” (2) Hannah was “speaking in her heart; only 
her lips moved”; “pouring out her soul before Yahweh”; speaking “out of 
great anxiety and vexation ” This was an intensely personal and private act 
of devotion. (3) Finally, the wish was granted. Hannah had the son she de¬ 
sired, and she fulfilled her vow by “lending” him to Yahweh (1:12-28). 

The story of Hannah is set in the period of the Judges, as we now 
know, the i2th-nth century b.c. Jeremiah 44:15-23, however, describes folk 
religion in the early 6th century b.c. This passage contains some of our 
most candid and revealing witnesses to family and folk religion — espe¬ 
cially to the role of women in the cult. We are told that women “offered in¬ 
cense to other gods”; “burned incense to the Queen of Heaven”; and 
“poured out libations” to her, as they had always done (that is, back in Ju¬ 
dah). Significantly, all this was part of the performance of women’s vows. 
The men are portrayed as being aware of these practices, but ambivalent; 
they stand around and let the women defend themselves to the prophet 
Jeremiah (surprise, surprise). What the women do is interesting. They are 
not docile. They go on the offensive. They say to Jeremiah: “We were doing 
just fine until you came along; our vows were working .” And they declare 
that their husbands know all about this and even tacitly approve of it. 

As I read this remarkable story, I am struck by several things relevant 
to folk religion. (1) The figure of Jeremiah represents the Jerusalem Estab¬ 
lishment: orthodox priests; the prophetic guild (often close to the crown); 
the literati; politically correct theology. But when he appears to chide the 
exiled community off in Egypt, none of this matters much. The women 
have a major voice here. We are dealing not with “state” religion, for the 
state has disappeared. The family remains the center of religious life, as it 
always had been; and there women rule as well as men. 

(2) Second, it is clear that while women were often shut out of public 
rituals and more formal observances of cult, they were accustomed to 
household and private forms of religious practice that were uniquely “real” 
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to them. These were more personal, more meaningful; and they found 
their expression chiefly in prayers and vows. Women could venerate female 
deities, if they seemed more accessible to them, more congenial, more 
likely to understand and fulfill their needs — not competing with, but dif¬ 
ferent from those of men. 

Jeremiah almost acquiesces. He does not thunder YahwelTs wrath, as 
the prophets usually did. He says in effect: "All right; you have said that you 
will surely perform your vows, so do it!” He does predict that it will end 
badly, but one senses that he accepts the reality. It is not orthodoxy that mat¬ 
ters, but orthopraxy — piety. And the essence of piety in traditional daily re¬ 
ligious life consists largely of prayers and vows, relating mostly to the practi¬ 
cal concerns of the family, which often fall to women more than to men. 

One can still see women's piety among traditional Roman Catholic 
families, especially in less-developed cultures. It is mostly the women who 
go to Mass and to the confessional; who invoke Mary's blessings; who per¬ 
form vows and do penance; who tend the family shrine; who go on pilgrim¬ 
ages; and, of course, who rear the children in the tradition. And it is no acci¬ 
dent that in traditional Roman Catholic piety, the most common epithet of 
Mary is "Mother of God” Popes and bishops may be somewhat uneasy 
about what some see as the dangers of "Mariolatry,” but her popularity and 
veneration persist because for many she makes God more accessible. So 
women (mostly) pray the rosary again and again, because it helps them. 

One of my women friends reminds me that in Russian and Greek 
Orthodox traditions there is an ancient service featuring the "Akathist 
Hymn,” sung in praise and devotion to the "Theotokos,” or "Holy Mother 
and Ever-Virgin Mary.” Among the epithets of the Holy Mother are these 
(all direct quotes): 

Star revealing the Sun 

Seer of the ineffable will 

She of the fruitful womb, a fertile meadow 

Branch of the unwithering Vine 

Land yielding the untainted Fruit 

One from whom flow milk and honey 

Well-shaded Tree; tree of delectable Fruit 

Table full-laden 

Ever-flowing River 

Wine-bowl overfilled with joy 
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The “fertility themes” here are transparent (regardless of whether some 
doctrinaire feminists are repelled by them). And the “tree imager/’ is par¬ 
ticularly striking in the light of what we now know of Asherah as an an¬ 
cient Israelite tree goddess (below). I shall also show later how the Mother/ 
Goddess persists even in Judaism, supposedly a rigidly monotheistic reli¬ 
gion, in the figure of the Shekinah or “Matronit” (Chapter VIII). 

(3) Prayers and vows are spoken, perhaps silently (as were Hannah’s), 
but the promises made need to be “sealed” with something symbolic, yet 
tangible, if they are to be efficacious. As we have seen, the women in Jere¬ 
miah’s story burn incense and make libation offerings to their patroness, 
the “Queen of Heaven,” and in a similar passage in Jeremiah 7:1-18 they 
bake cakes for her. It is almost as though theology is “men’s work,” but pi¬ 
ety and ritual are “women’s work” (although it is not quite that simple). I 
do not imply any value judgment, but I suggest that in religion men are 
perhaps more analytical, women more emotional, yet more practical. And 
because women’s instincts are to do something to symbolize their experi¬ 
ences, their prayers and vows, it is natural for them to present votives and 
votive offerings to the deity. Again, this is seen in traditional piety in many 
religious circles. Women light a candle and place it near the altar in the 
church; they may leave flowers in a chapel or a shrine; they may often pin a 
little prayer or a miniature replica of a body part on a saint’s bier. (I have 
witnessed these rites of folk religion many times in the Spanish mission 
church of San Javier del Bac near Tucson; in Greek Orthodox chapels in 
the rural areas of Cyprus; in desert shrines in Jordan and Syria where Bed¬ 
ouin women come to pray; Chapter VII). These offerings are votives, which 
symbolize pious wishes and promises; visible signs that “tap into” the in¬ 
visible divine powers. They are, in effect, “stand-ins” for the worshipper, 
who cannot always be physically present before the gods, but desires to pe¬ 
tition them continuously. 

Having digressed to consider vows and votives, let me return to the 
question above, of whether the female figurines really were votives. We can 
start with the advantage of already knowing what the related prayers here 
are for, and to whom they are being addressed. The prayers have to do di¬ 
rectly or indirectly with “fertility.” It may be fecundity, specifically conceiv¬ 
ing, bearing, and rearing children safely. And if so, it is quite naturally 
Asherah the “Great Mother” who is being invoked (and perhaps also 
Yahweh through her). But “fertility” has to do with more than human re¬ 
production, though that is fundamental. The animals must multiply and 
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flourish, too, and the fields must yield a bountiful harvest, if the family and 
clan and people are to survive. And these matters, too, are in the hands of 
the gods, who fructify and bless every living thing. 

The only question, then, is what a votive presented to the goddess of 
living things who is symbolized by the figurines would look like. That would 
seem easy, but it is not. We assume that a votive would probably be an image 
representing what is desired. If it is a child, a small doll-like figure might be 
presented as a votive offering, or a pregnant woman, and that is not what we 
have (below). Is it then an adequate milk supply that is desired? It is signifi¬ 
cant that the primary sexual organs are deliberately not depicted on the Is¬ 
raelite female figurines, only the breasts. So if the figurines were votives, the 
intent of the prayer would seem not to be conception or safe delivery, but 
lactation. Likewise, if the object is the fecundity of animals and the fields, 
then suitable votives would be animal sacrifice and food-drink offerings, 
for which we do have both textual and artifactual evidence. In short, either 
the female figurines are not votives per se; or we cannot tell what it is that 
they symbolized, beyond some general notion of “plenty.” 

When we encounter votives in folk religion today, the symbolic ob¬ 
ject that is chosen tends to “fit” the subject of the prayer and the vow. In 
Catholic churches like the one mentioned above in Tucson, a prayer for 
healing a hand, for instance, will be symbolized by pinning a miniature sil¬ 
ver hand on the bier or costume of a saint. This object becomes, in effect, 
an “amulet” — a good luck charm that is worn not by the worshipper but 
rather by the effigy of the saint or the deity to whom the prayer and vow 
are addressed. If it is a leg that is afflicted, a leg amulet will be chosen. If 
there are sexual difficulties about which the worshipper is concerned, even 
the sex organs may be represented by an amulet. These amulets (milagros 
in Spanish), covering almost every conceivable illness or disaster, can be 
purchased cheaply in small shops near the churches. As I have already 
noted, the candle frequently left burning in a church has a similar sym¬ 
bolic meaning. The flame burning continually before God is the peti¬ 
tioner's constant prayer. 

We can presume that small images of babies may have existed and 
might have been used as votives in household shrines, but admittedly we 
do not have any archaeological examples. It is possible, of course, that 
some of the incense and libation offerings in the passages in Jeremiah dis¬ 
cussed above, which were presented by women to a female deity, had to do 
with prayers to conceive and bear and rear children (among other bless- 
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Milagros, or silver pendants used to bring good luck; Tucson, Arizona 
Photo: W. G.Dever 


ings). But we do not know that. The incense — “a pleasing odor to the 
Lord” (Leviticus 3:5) — was more likely a general, all-purpose offering. 
The libation offering, the pouring out of oil or wine, could well have ac¬ 
companied prayers for a good harvest. We may note in passing that the 
story above of Hannah making prayers and vows to conceive a child does 
not mention her presenting a votive or votive offering at the time. But 
when the child is later born and weaned, she does “fulfill her vow” by mak¬ 
ing an offering at the shrine at Shiloh. It consists of a young bull to sacri¬ 
fice, an ephah of flour, and a skin of wine (1 Samuel 1:21-28). 

I am suggesting tentatively that the female figurines were connected 
principally though not exclusively with reproduction, but that they were 
not “votives” in the usual sense of that term. They are better understood as 
images representing the goddess Asherah, used as talismans to secure her 
favors. Indeed, after a long period of skepticism (not to mention ignorance 
of the archaeological data), most scholars have come around to this gen¬ 
eral position. The most exhaustive study is that of Raz Kletter, who himself 
first rejected this view (and dismissed me as a “devotee of the cult of 
Asherah”), but now supports it. After listing almost all of the scholarly 
opinions, he argues as I do that the figure represented can only be Asherah 
and that the figurines functioned largely in the realm of “magic.” He also 
agrees that they had to do mostly with family religious life; that they are an 
aspect of folk religion, but with the proviso that they were not necessarily 
at odds with “official Yahwistic religion” (1996:202-205). I shall return to 
expand upon that observation shortly, in defining further the role of 
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Asherah in relation to Yahweh. Meanwhile, for speculation, since we have 
no biblical or non-biblical texts that we can connect with the figurines, we 
have archaeological artifacts that represent symbolic cultic activities, al¬ 
though no words explaining what the people doing these things thought 
or felt at the time. But even if the figurines were only votives, representing 
human women praying, they seem to be praying to a female deity> who 
could only be Asherah, whether as consort of Yahweh or as a hypostatiza- 
tion of his “feminine” aspects. 


Votives, Vows, and Folk Religion 

At this point, I want to return to two recent excellent studies of vows and 
their specific role in folk religion, which we have already mentioned 
(Chapter II). Karel van der Toorn's provocative study (1994) goes a long 
way toward reconstructing how important vows were, especially in 
women's cults, and what religious life revolving around the making and 
keeping of vows was “really like.” Yet he thinks that although women prob¬ 
ably went to public shrines to make their vows, “it is archaeologically diffi¬ 
cult to prove the existence of such public shrines” (1994:96). I could not 
disagree more, on both counts. 

On shrines, van der Toorn simply overlooks the detailed evidence 
that I have presented here. He notes the possibility of actually finding 
bamot in a single sentence, but he gives no examples. And while he has an 
eloquent account of “the fear of infertility” in the Hebrew Bible, nowhere 
does he speculate on how Israelite women actually used “magic” rituals to 
conceive, nor does he mention our figurines at all. This is another exam¬ 
ple of how “text-based” approaches to religion fall short. And this is 
ironic because in 1997 van der Toorn coined the very apt phrase “Book re¬ 
ligion” to describe the deficiencies of this approach. Furthermore, he 
more than almost any other man has written about women's cults with 
great sensitivity. 

Another innovative and very sophisticated study of vows and “popu¬ 
lar religious groups” is that of lacques Berlinerblau (1996). Yet Berliner- 
blau, too, is almost oblivious to the value of archaeological data. After not¬ 
ing some of the inadequacies of the biblical texts as a witness (as I have 
done here), he turns to archaeology only to conclude that “at present we 
do not possess a better source, be it textual or archaeological” (1996:42). He 
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states categorically that “there is no archaeological evidence pertaining to 
the Israelite vow” and he specifically rejects my published statements re¬ 
garding “votive” vessels or artifacts (1996:43; citing Dever 1990:132). His 
reasoning is simply that we have no non-biblical texts (sound familiar?) on 
any such objects, mentioning a vow (Hebrew ndr). He simply overlooks 
the fact that an object doesn't need to “say” that it is a votive to be one — 
especially in a largely illiterate society — because it is a symbol 

We actually have many objects that clearly are votives, some with He¬ 
brew texts. To mention only one, there is the stone bowl found near the en¬ 
trance to the shrine at Kuntillet 'Ajrud (above, p. 162), which reads: “Be¬ 
longing to Obadiah, son of Adnah. May he be blessed by Yahweh.” This 
bowl weighs more than 400 pounds and could hardly have been a domes¬ 
tic vessel. Here it must be a votive, and it specifies in writing what the devo¬ 
tee's prayer is for. And there are two other inscribed votive bowls from 
Kuntillet 'Ajrud, both bearing Hebrew personal names. Elsewhere we also 
have clear votive objects, discussed above — zoomorphic figurines; “min¬ 
iature” couches; amulets of all kinds; the engraved hand in the Kh. el-Q6m 
tomb; and, of course, the several tomb inscriptions, which are in effect vo¬ 
tive objects (below). 

Overall, Berlinerblau's negative assessment of archaeological data is 
unwarranted. He says that we cannot “patiently wait for biblical archaeolo¬ 
gists to unearth fresh evidence”; “archaeological harvest of this nature will 
not be immediately, nor abundantly, forthcoming” (1996:170). We don't 
have to wait. The relevant archaeological data are now at hand, for those 
willing to take a fresh and courageous look at popular religion (which to 
his credit Berlinerblau is generally willing to do). 


Characterizing Asherah and Her Cult 

I have introduced the goddess Asherah in several preliminary ways, so she 
is beginning to be known to readers. The evidence thus far has consisted of 
(1) the biblical texts that specifically mention her; (2) extra-biblical texts, 
like the inscriptions from Kh. el-Qom and Kuntillet c Ajrud that speak of 
blessings granted by “Yahweh and his Asherah"; and (3) the female figu¬ 
rines that most scholars now acknowledge do represent her in some way. 

There are, however, remaining questions that have to do with 
whether the existence of such a goddess in ancient Israel implies a “cult of 
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Asherah”; whether this aspect of popular religion was a “women's cult”; 
and how this cult might have been related to “official Yahwism.” It is also 
interesting to speculate what happened to such a cult in later, more ortho¬ 
dox Israelite religion, as well as in later Judaism, but I shall defer that sub¬ 
ject (Chapter IX). 

The reluctance and the tardiness of mainstream biblical scholarship 
in recognizing that there was a “cult of Asherah” in ancient Israel are due, I 
think, to several factors. One is that virtually all previous works on Israelite 
religion have been written by men, usually representatives of the religious 
Establishment, often Protestant seminary professors and/or clerics. In addi¬ 
tion, these scholars have been by definition intellectuals. They are literati, 
like those who wrote the Hebrew Bible, with whom they easily resonate, as 
though their interpretation were “the truth of the matter.” Conspicuously 
absent among the observers of Israelite religion are women; minorities; 
writers who represent the Third World; non-specialists such as anthropolo¬ 
gists and sociologists of religion; archaeologists (until very recently); and, 
of course, ordinary folk. 

Postmodernists would dismiss typical commentators as “European¬ 
ized white males” (or as some would say, “zero-signifiers”). The portrait 
we currently have of Israelite religion may not be quite that skewed, but it 
is definitely biased. What I am arguing here is that only archaeology can re¬ 
dress the balance. In fact, it is already beginning to do so. Recently I wrote 
to show that the almost 180-degree shift in the discussion of “Israelite 
monotheism” among biblical scholars in the past twenty years or so is 
largely the direct result of scholars gradually becoming more aware of the 
extra-biblical evidence. Unfortunately, that has been principally the tex¬ 
tual data once again, especially the Kh. el-Qom and Kuntillet "Ajrfid in¬ 
scriptions (Dever 1999). 

I have already discussed these two pivotal inscriptions briefly (Chap¬ 
ter V), but a closer look at how various scholars have treated this evidence 
regarding the question of Asherah and her cult is instructive. My Kh. el- 
Qom inscription was promptly published in 1969-1970, but in a somewhat 
obscure series. Not until the late 1970s and 1980s did other scholars take 
notice of it. (This despite the fact that in 1969 in Jerusalem I showed it to 
two of the world's leading experts in early Hebrew inscriptions: Frank 
Cross of Harvard, my teacher; and the legendary William Foxwell Al¬ 
bright, Cross's teacher.) 

The Kuntillet ‘Ajrud inscriptions, discovered in 1977-1978 by Zeev 
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Meshel, were also promptly published in 1978 (although only in sketchy 
preliminary reports). Again, scholars slowly came to take these texts, also 
mentioning “Asherah,” somewhat seriously. Yet almost no scholar saw (or 
was ready to admit) the truly revolutionary significance of these texts for 
our understanding of ancient Israelite religion. Here I shall be brief in re¬ 
viewing some relevant works, since most all have been cited and discussed 
above (Chapter II). Also, a convenient tabulation of these and other schol¬ 
ars' views, with full bibliography, is found in Binger (1997:164-175). 

Jeffrey H. Tigay. Tigay's study (1986) tried to establish the existence of 
monotheism throughout the monarchy by arguing that the majority of Is¬ 
raelite personal names were compounded with the name of “Yahweh” or 
“El,” rather than that of some “pagan” deity. Thus the name of the de¬ 
ceased inscribed in my Kh. el-Qom tomb is “TJriyahu,” or “Yahweh is my 
light” Tigay acknowledges, however, that his study was prompted by see¬ 
ing the Kuntillet 'Ajrud inscription with Meshel at the Israel Museum in 
1978 (as my studies also were). And, while obviously on the defensive here, 
he admits that the c Ajrud and Kh. el-Qom inscriptions provide “evidence 
which is certainly heterodox and may point in the direction of paganism” 
(1986:27). 

In the end, however, Tigay understands “his ? a/Asherah” on both the 
inscriptions at issue here as referring not to the goddess herself, but only to 
some object, “his (Yahweh's) ’ ashera ” Thus the 'asherah is “a cultic symbol 
in the sanctuary” where devotees worship Yahweh (1986:27-30; as we saw 
above, this would be a tree or wooden pole). Tigay will admit only that 
“the references to YHWH and an ’asherah show at most the heterodoxy of 
one or more Yahwists at a distant site apparently frequented by others in 
addition to Israelites” (1986:29). 

Tigay bases the latter assumption on the supposed “non-Hebrew” 
inscriptions of Kuntillet 'Ajrud. But as Zevit points out (2001:376-378), 
these are all Hebrew inscriptions. Some may have been written by a scribe 
perhaps trained somewhere along the coast, where the Hebrew script 
could have been influenced by the very similar (almost identical) Phoeni¬ 
cian letters of the alphabet. As for “distant sites,” c Ajrud was a bit remote, 
but its material culture is standard 9th-8th-century b.c. “Israelite” and 
“Judean.” And Kh. el-Qom is in the heartland of Judah, less than 25 miles 
south of Jerusalem. 

With all due respect, I cannot escape the conclusion that Tigay does 
try to confront the newer archaeological data, but he wants to have it both 
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ways. He acknowledges the “sweeping Biblical indictments of popular reli¬ 
gion” but he thinks that these “are based more on theological axioms than 
historical data” The texts may be “referring to the actions of small num¬ 
bers of people” (1986:40). In ancient Israel there existed only “some super¬ 
ficial, fetishistic polytheism and a limited amount of more profound poly¬ 
theism.” This “ivory tower” view of Israelite religion is precisely what I am 
trying to counteract here, because it is oblivious to the vast majority of an¬ 
cient Israelites and their religions. 

Patrick D. Miller . Miller is perhaps the foremost American authority 
on ancient Israelite religion, with numerous publications to his credit. He 
is a clergyman and seminary professor, but also a critical and highly so¬ 
phisticated scholar. Already in 1985 in an influential handbook Miller had 
commented on the Kh. el-Qom and Kuntillet 'Ajrud inscriptions and 
noted that they reflect “a religious component of some sort (cult object, 
sanctuary, or consort) that is universally condemned in the literature of 
the OT but seems to have existed alongside Yahwism” (1985:217). He also 
discussed family and “popular” religion, but his overall approach was still 
overwhelmingly text-oriented. 

In 1987, as one of the editors of a major volume of essays, Ancient Is¬ 
raelite Religion. , Miller discussed Canaanite religion. But he also dealt with 
the continuities into ancient Israel and raised the possibility of Asherah 
being Yahweh's consort more specifically (1987:59). Miller's magnum opus 
in 2000 has been discussed above (Chapter II), so here I simply point out 
that by now Miller is paying much more attention not only to folk and 
family religion, but also to the archaeological data. He does not think that 
the term ’ asherah in our inscriptions necessarily refers to the goddess 
Asherah herself, but it is at least evidence of her presence in the cult. After 
considering the options, Miller adopts the more nuanced conclusion of 
Keel and Uehiinger (below) that the ’ asherah is a tree-like symbol that 
serves as a “gender-neutral mediating entity” between worshipper and 
Yahweh, rather than an independent deity. 

Miller concludes that if the goddess Asherah had been venerated in 
ancient Israel, it would only have been as a “hypostatization” of the sup¬ 
posed feminine dimensions of Yahweh. In this process, one aspect of the 
divine powers is personalized and elevated to the status of a quasi¬ 
independent deity. Thus in Proverbs 8 and elsewhere, Hebrew hokma y the 
“wisdom” of Yahweh, appears as “Lady Wisdom” (in Greek, “Sophia”) and 
a participant with Yahweh in creation (2000:35, 36). I shall return to these 
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notions presently, but at best they seem to me a reluctant compromise. 
And certainly Asherah and her iconography are not “gender-neutral.” 

Ancient Israelite Religion (Miller ; Hanson, and McBride 1987). In the 
same 1987 survey, there are other articles that are relevant here (including 
mine on Canaanite religion; see Chapter VIII). Tigay's chapter does not go 
beyond his 1986 discussion (above). Kyle McCarter's discussion (1987:137- 
157) is characteristically up to date, lucid, well balanced, and thoroughly 
documented. Yet in the end McCarter, too, opts for the “hypostatization” 
explanation of the ’ asherah noted above. He does not think that we can 
read the term as “Asherah,” or that Yahweh had any such consort. It is not 
the cult-object, the ’ asherah itself, that is hypostatized, but rather the 
“trace” of Yahweh's “effective presence.” In effect, the ’ asherah is only a 
“symbol.” 

McCarter admits that this is a subtle distinction (1987:155). If so, it is 
too subtle for me. It seems to me that McCarter, like many other biblicists 
who reduce Asherah to a “mere symbol,” misses the point. A symbol of 
what? Unless the goddess Asherah herself had been a living, potent deity 
and had been widely venerated, a “symbol” like a tree or wooden pole 
would have been meaningless, indeed a farce. And if it/she were powerless, 
why does it/she continue to appear alongside Yahweh? To speak of ’ asherah 
as “only” a symbol is like saying to a pious Roman Catholic woman that 
the crucifix she reveres is “only a pair of sticks.” Or saying to a Jew who 
survived the Holocaust that the Star of David is “only a couple of trian¬ 
gles ” This is reductionism with a vengeance, however well intentioned. 
McCarter seems to sense the contradictions of his “minimalist” position, 
however, because in his last footnote he says: “If she [Canaanite Asherah] 
was worshipped widely and prominently in the Iron Age under the name 
Asherah, it is difficult to imagine that the Israelite goddess ’aserat yahweh 
was not identified with her” (1987:155). I find this not only difficult to 
imagine, but impossible. My point here is precisely that Canaanite Asherah 
was Israelite Asherah, and that the phrase * aserat-yahweh in our inscrip¬ 
tions refers to her as the consort of Yahweh. 

Michael Coogan's chapter in Ancient Israelite Religion (1987:115-124) 
deals with Canaanite religion, but it stresses continuities with ancient Is¬ 
rael. As Coogan puts it, “It is essential to consider biblical religion as a sub¬ 
set of Israelite religion and Israelite religion as a subset of Canaanite reli¬ 
gion” (1987:115). Note the implied priority and the hierarchy here: “biblical 
religion” derives from the real religions of Canaan in the Late Bronze and 
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Iron Ages. And of the Kh. el-Qom and Kuntillet 'Ajrtid inscriptions, 
Coogan says that despite the grammatical difficulties (the possessive pro¬ 
noun “his” with a personal name; above), the reading “Yahweh's Asherah,” 
taking her as a consort, “is the most attractive of the possibilities” 
(1987:118). That is what I have said since 1982. 

John S. Holladay's chapter in Ancient Israelite Religion (1987:249- 
299), widely quoted and discussed above, is still one of the best treatments 
of folk religion, or what Holladay calls “distributed” (rural) or “noncon¬ 
formist” as opposed to “established” worship. Oddly enough, Holladay 
does not mention either Kh. el-Qom or Kuntillet 'Ajrud, except to argue 
that the latter “is better taken as an example of fortress gateway planning 
than religious architecture.” He thinks that “no specifically 'religious' arti¬ 
fact (as opposed to inscribed artifacts) was found” (1987:259). I find this 
astonishing. 

Saul M. Olyan . The slender volume Asherah and the Cult of Yahweh 
in Israel (1988) by Olyan, a Brown University professor, is an exceptionally 
valuable review of the textual evidence at the time. Like many other schol¬ 
ars then, Olyan takes the reading 'asherah on the Kh. el-Qom and Kuntillet 
'Ajrud inscriptions to mean “Yahweh of Samaria and his cult symbol” The 
identification of Yahweh with Samaria recalls Ahab's erecting “an asherah” 
in the Temple of Baal in the capital of Samaria (I Kings 16:33). Despite his 
hesitancy to read “Asherah” on the two inscriptions, Olyan concludes that 
these inscriptions do imply a role for the goddess Asherah in both folk and 
“official” religion, and that her role was significant in both. As he puts it: 

(The goddess Asherah) was an acceptable and legitimate part of 
Yahweh's cult in non-deuteronomistic circles. The association of the 
asherah and the cult of Yahweh suggests in turn that Asherah was the 
consort of Yahweh in circles both in the north and the south (1988:33). 

Olyan scarcely mentions the archaeological data, but he does fault Tigay 
(above) for minimizing the evidence from Kuntillet 'Ajrud. And he con¬ 
cludes his work by saying: “We believe that in future more scholars will 
adopt the view that Asherah had some role in the cult of Yahweh” 
(1988:74). Olyan's prediction has now come true; and it is the archaeologi¬ 
cal evidence that has proven decisive. 

Susan Ackerman. I have already noted above (Chapter II) Susan 
Ackerman's pioneering work Under Every Green Tree: Popular Religion in 
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Sixth-Century Judah (1992), the first extensive study of ancient Israelite re¬ 
ligion by a woman. She concludes that choosing between the alternate 
readings “his asherah/his Asherah” on our two inscriptions is presently 
impossible. She goes on to declare, however: 

But for our purposes, it does not really matter. In the ancient Near East 
the idol was the god. *srth at Kuntillet 'Ajrud or Kh. el-Qom could refer 
to Asherah’s cult object, the stylized tree, or even to some hypostatized 
aspect of the female side of Yahweh. But what was the stylized tree or the 
hypostasis of the female side of Yahweh to the average worshipper? 
Nothing other than Asherah, the goddess (1992:65, 66). 

In a later treatment, “At Home with the Goddess” (2003), Ackerman un¬ 
hesitatingly identifies our female figurines with Asherah and shows how 
pervasive her cult was. 

Rainer Albertz. Albertz is Professor of Biblical Exegesis and Biblical 
Theology at the University of Siegen in Germany. His monumental two- 
volume history of Israelite religion (1994) has been praised above for being 
one of the first works by a biblicist to try to come to grips with some of the 
archaeological data, a generally successful effort, as I have stated in reviews. 
Not only does Albertz deal with Dan and the “Bull Site” (above) as bdmot , 
but he reads our two inscriptions as referring to “Yahweh of Samaria and 
his Asherah,” Asherah being Yahweh’s consort, at least in folk religion. He 
connects her cult with the female figurines and points out, as Olyan did, 
that the cult was adopted in “official,” even royal, circles (cf. II Kings 23; 
and our discussion below). All of these phenomena Albertz interprets as 
aspects of family and personal piety, where several “Yahwisms” flourished 
until the very end of the monarchy. 

Othmar Keel and Christoph Uehlinger. I have applauded the “art his¬ 
tory” approach of the “Freibourg school” above, because its members have 
regarded archaeology as a primary source for history and religion, as I do 
here. The principal work of this school in English is entitled Gods , God¬ 
desses, and Images of God in Ancient Israel (1998; translated from the Ger¬ 
man edition of 1992). Keel and Uehlinger begin their work by questioning 
my 1987 distinction between “belief systems” based on texts, and “cultic 
practices” best revealed by material culture remains. But that was chiefly a 
practical means of pursuing the investigation, not a denial of the impor¬ 
tance of their essential relationship to each other. Their own approach to 
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the religion of ancient Israel is, in fact, very similar to mine in practice — 
and potentially every bit as revolutionary (as some critics of both have rec¬ 
ognized). 

I cannot possibly do justice here to the richness of the iconographic 
data that they present (see the review in Dever 1995). But on the specific 
topic at hand, Keel and Uehlinger (1998:210-243) offer an important nu¬ 
ance. They, as many others, read our two inscriptions as referring only to a 
cultic object, not the goddess Asherah. In this case, the asherah was a “me¬ 
diating entity that brings Yahweh's blessing and is thus conceived in the 
mind in the shape of a stylized tree that was thus subordinate to Yahweh” 
(1998:237). I agree with the centrality of the “tree” motif (which is not orig¬ 
inal with them), and I will explore it further below. But again, a “symbol” 
of what? They imply a “cult of Asherah,” but they are unable to specify 
what that cult was or what it meant. 

As for Kuntillet 'Ajrud, Keel and Uehlinger claim that it was not “a 
pilgrimage site or some kind of religious center”; that it was “set up using 
Phoenician 'know-how'”; and that “it was probably in use no longer than 
one generation” (1998:247). I can only express my disappointment at such 
defensiveness from scholars who otherwise have shown great courage in 
opposing the religious Establishment, not to mention making such posi¬ 
tive use of archaeology. They seem to be mesmerized by the notion that 
ancient Israelite religion was “largely monolatrous” (1998:248), that is, 
practically speaking devoted to the worship of one deity, without denying 
the theoretical existence of other deities. But it is clear, as most other schol¬ 
ars now acknowledge, that Asherah was a full-fledged deity, and that her 
cult did flourish in ancient Israel alongside the cult of Yahweh, even as part 
of it. In fact, elsewhere they imply as much themselves; they even identify 
the figurines with Asherah (1998:331-336). They acknowledge that the 
asherah as a cultic image was “present as a numinous symbol of power” 
But the “numinous” is the deity or deities, nothing less (as Ackerman has 
seen; above). It seems to me, with all due respect to Keel and Uehlinger's 
enormous contributions to our inquiry, that they remain ambivalent; they 
want to have it both ways. Oddly enough, they downplay Asherah, but 
highlight the role of the “Queen of Heaven ” (To that topic I shall return 
presently.) 

John Day. John Day, a Professor of Bible at Oxford, has written a 
masterful work in Yahweh and the Gods and Goddesses of Canaan (2000). 
The choice of “Canaan” in the title is significant, because it is under this 
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rubric that Day treats Yahweh and the other deities of Israel — more than 
a dozen of them. In his discussion of Yahweh and Asherah (2000:49-67) he 
begins by saying that it was the Kh. el-Qom and Kuntillet 'Ajrud inscrip¬ 
tions that prompted the revival of interest in Asherah (as I said in 1999). 
Like other scholars I have discussed, Day in reading the two inscriptions 
“Yahweh and his asherah” takes the latter as a cult symbol of the goddess. 
He acknowledges, however, that Asherah herself did play a major role in 
the cult alongside Yahweh, even though he does not regard her as Yahweh’s 
consort. He thinks that the symbol of Asherah was the “source of blessing” 
(2000:52), as does Olyan (above). I considered that suggestion twenty years 
ago but rejected it, because it seems awkward to say something like “May 
Yahweh and his tree or pole bless you.” Furthermore, if Yahweh himself is 
the ultimate source of blessing, as these scholars obviously believe, why 
does he need a tree-like symbol of Asherah to assist him? And if Yahweh 
does need her assistance in the cult, and she is then conceived as a “media¬ 
tor” (Keel and Uehlinger; Miller), that would also seem to undermine his 
omnipotence. 

While no one actually says as much, I think that several scholars in 
trying to acknowledge Asherah as a real “presence,” but not equal with 
Yahweh, may be working with a model drawn from Roman Catholic piety, 
which I have discussed above. I applaud this model, and I suggest that it 
can be taken further. It may be that the little statues of Mary with her 
bleeding heart function in the same way that the female figurines did for 
women in ancient Israel. Pious women knew, as they still know, that these 
images are not “idols”; one does not worship the image, but rather uses it 
to approach God. These symbols are potent aids in prayer — in short, as I 
have argued above, talismans. The male clerics, being more sophisticated 
(?), may not need them — but they tolerate them, just as the husbands did 
in the story in Jeremiah 44 (above). So I do not disagree with the model 
that I think is implied here, as long as it does not deny that there was a 
widespread “cult of Asherah” in ancient Israel. Day does not do that, and 
in spite of seeing asherah as merely a cult symbol in our two inscriptions, 
he states after reviewing all the evidence concerning Asherah’s relation to 
Yahweh: “The obvious conclusion that comes to mind is one of a god and 
his consort” (2000:60). 

Judith M. Hadley. Hadley, a professor at Villanova University, in her 
more extensive review of the data in The Cult of Asherah in Ancient Israel 
and Judah: Evidence for a Hebrew Goddess , reaches much the same conclu- 
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sions as above (2000:104,105; 152-55). She also follows a number of other 
scholars in seeing the “tree” imagery as a clue to Asherah's character and 
role in the cult, a notion to which I shall return. 

Mark S. Smith . The Early History of God: Yahweh and the Other De¬ 
ities in Ancient Israel (2002a) by Mark Smith, a professor at New York Uni¬ 
versity, covers much the same ground as Day, but with more extensive doc¬ 
umentation and discussion of other scholars 5 views. In fact, it is a 
compendium of pertinent information. Smith's Preface (2002a:xii-xxxviii) 
is an especially thorough and welcome review of scholarship on our sub¬ 
ject since 1990, with a section on “Asherah/asherah Revisited.” Here and 
elsewhere, Smith's mastery of the Canaanite background in the Late 
Bronze Age texts from Ugarit in Syria is evident (although he questions the 
label “Canaanite”). 

Yet Smith is not willing to concede that Asherah was actually a god¬ 
dess in monarchic Israel, much less Yahweh's consort (20023:125-133). The 
evidence is “minimal at best.” As Smith puts it: “It would appear that the 
Asherah continued with various functions in the cult of Yahweh without 
connection to the goddess who gave her name to the symbol” (20023:133, 
italics mine). That is an astounding claim, and it reflects the same lack of 
understanding of what a “symbol” is that I noted above. Perhaps Smith, 
ordinarily a fine scholar, needs more of the “common sense” for which he 
castigates me (2002a:xix). He thinks that I am too “pragmatic.” But reli¬ 
gion is all about pragmatism — what actually works . Otherwise, it would 
have little appeal for the masses. Again, the view from the “ivory tower” is 
over their heads. A religion is what the majority of its adherents do, not 
what scholars think that they should do. And archaeology — whose argu¬ 
ments depend fundamentally on analogy (“common sense,” based on the 
experience of common things) — can offer some of our best clues to the 
actual behavior of ordinary folk. 

Only One God? Monotheism in Ancient Israel and the Veneration of 
the Goddess Asherah (2001). This volume, by a group of Dutch biblical 
scholars at Utrecht University, represents the cutting edge in scholarship 
— cutting through traditional views with a vengeance. It does so by focus¬ 
ing largely on the cult of Asherah, with special reference up front to the Kh. 
el-Qom and Kuntillet 'Ajrud inscriptions. The essays by Meindert Dijkstra 
and especially Karel J. H. Vriezen (the latter whom I know from Jerusalem 
in the 1970s) deal specifically with the cult of Asherah, with a thorough 
survey of some of the archaeological data. Bob Becking's essay looks at the 
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Assyrian evidence for what he terms “iconic polytheism” in Israel (see be¬ 
low here); and Marjo C. A. Korpel treats Asherah outside Israel. The most 
innovative chapters are the third essay by Dijkstra and the second by 
Becking, which are concerned with women's religions in the Hebrew Bible 
and the relevance of folk religion for theology today. All in all, this slender 
volume is like a breath of fresh air in the often fetid atmosphere of talk 
about Israelite religion. 

Dijkstra's views are similar to those of the “minimalists” discussed 
above. But he does see that ancient Israelite religion was a “patchwork” and 
that the diversity “confirms the pluriform picture that lies in the Old Testa¬ 
ment behind the layers of redaction and religious polemics” (2001:39). 
Vriezen's essay, already discussed above (Chapter II), is one of the best brief 
presentations of the archaeological evidence that we have. His discussions 
of both Asherah and the “Queen of Heaven” as goddesses, as well as the fe¬ 
male figurines, are especially perceptive and judicious. (I shall return to 
these provocative essays again in Chapters VII and VIII in summing up.) 

Ziony Zevit. I have lauded Zevifs work The Religions of Ancient Israel: 
A Synthesis of Parallactic Approaches (2001) at several points above. It is 
unique among works of biblicists in taking full advantage of the newer ar¬ 
chaeological data (“tangible belief”), and it is truly revolutionary. Not sur¬ 
prisingly, Zevit goes as far as I do here in reconstructing a “cult of Asherah” 
in monarchic times. On my Kh. el-Qom inscription (which he and I re¬ 
examined together in Jerusalem) and the subsequently discovered 
Kuntillet 'Ajrud material, however, Zevit reads “Asherata.”This is the Phoe¬ 
nician version of the goddess' name, without the final possessive suffix. 
Thus she is not necessarily Yahweh's consort (an independent deity?), but 
neither can she be a “mere cult symbol ” 

Tikva Frymer-Kensky Frymer-Kensky's book In the Wake of the God¬ 
desses: Women , Culture y and the Biblical Transformation of Pagan Myth 
(1992) deserves separate treatment. It deals in large part with ancient Mes¬ 
opotamia, Frymer-Kensky's main area of expertise in her studies at Yale. It 
may appear from its title to be a feminist manifesto, but it is actually quite 
conservative, written partly from the perspective of Jewish Reconstruc¬ 
tionism. Thus she offers by and large an apologia for Israelite monotheism, 
even though she acknowledges that it was a relatively late development as 
“myth was transformed ."Not surprisingly, her view of “paganism” — a pe¬ 
jorative term that virtually no one else uses these days — is very negative. 
Where most other scholars today avoid value judgments, Frymer-Kensky 
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does not hesitate to take a stand and defend it. This is an admirable work 
in its candor, but it is not representative of mainstream scholarship. Yet in 
speaking of Asherah, she acknowledges her existence as a goddess until the 
late reforms, although not as Yahweh's consort. And she connects the fe¬ 
male figurines with the veneration of Asherah, a “visual metaphor ... a 
kind of tangible prayer for fertility and nourishment” (1992:159). Finally, 
throughout her book, Frymer-Kensky speaks eloquently of women's spe¬ 
cial concerns in religion. 

Conservative and Evangelical Scholarship . Most of the scholars whose 
works I am reviewing here represent the critical, liberal mainstream. That 
is not the result of any bias, but simply reflects the fact that almost every¬ 
one writing on Israelite religion in the past 15-20 years has been part of 
that consensus, and liberal scholars have naturally been more open to 
questioning monotheism. It is interesting to observe that some recent 
handbooks on biblical studies by more conservative scholars have often ig¬ 
nored the subject, and at best they have approached it quite defensively. An 
edited work entitled Faith , Tradition , and History: Old Testament Histori¬ 
ography in Its Near Eastern Context (Millard, Hoffmeier, and Baker 1994) 
has a chapter on “Old Testament Theology” (not surprisingly), but none 
on Israelite religion. A more recent book, however, does treat the topic, in 
Bill T. Arnold's chapter in The Face of Old Testament Studies: A Survey of 
Contemporary Approaches (Baker and Arnold 1999). Arnold reviews a 
number of the works I discuss here, so he cannot avoid the issues of poly¬ 
theism and folk religion. But he is not really sympathetic with any of them. 
Of the Kh. el-Qom and Kuntillet 'Ajrtid inscriptions, the most he will con¬ 
cede is that they “ may indicate heterodox tendencies in pre-exilic Israelite 
religion” (1999:412; his italics). But such religious expressions represent 
“the fringes of Israelite culture”; they are not “normative” (1999:413). Yet 
the overwhelming consensus of mainstream scholarship today is that we 
can no longer speak of “normative,” even if we assume that the Hebrew Bi¬ 
ble encapsulates it. 

A voice from the past , u crying in the wilderness .” Over 30 years ago, I 
happened upon a curious book, Raphael Patai's The Hebrew Goddess 
(1967). When visiting Harvard later, I remember discussing his ideas with 
my teachers, who thought it heresy, but I never forgot it. Then in the 1980s 
and 1990s, Patai began to visit Tucson to see his physician daughter, a 
friend and colleague of mine, and I came to know him personally. Patai 
was a charming, cultured Old World Jewish intellectual, a polymath who 
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worked in anthropology, sociology, Oriental studies, and Judaica. His book 
(one of more than 35), while rarely cited by biblical scholars, went through 
a second and a third edition (1978; 1990). Even the first edition turns out to 
have been brilliantly perceptive — 30 years ahead of anything else on our 
subject. The new archaeological data that I present here (some of which 
Patai was able to cite, along with my 1984 article on Asherah) only confirm 
what Patai knew all along about the existence of a “Hebrew” Goddess. 
How did he know it? Partly because he was alone among scholars writing 
then in having access to the rich lore of medieval Rabbinical scholars. (I 
shall take up Patai’s views again in Chapters VIII, IX.) 
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Asherah, Women's Cults, and “Official Yahwism” 


Traditional biblical scholarship has only reluctantly admitted that there 
was a goddess Asherah who might have been known to some ancient Isra¬ 
elites and worshipped by them. Most of the more than 40 occurrences of 
the word ’asherah in the Hebrew Bible, as we have seen above, are taken to 
refer only to a wooden pole or tree-like object that was simply a “symbol” 
of some sort (often without asking, “A symbol of what ?”). 

The assumption here was that from Mosaic times, before the con¬ 
quest and settlement of Canaan, there had existed a “pure” (and, of course, 
divinely revealed) Yahwistic monotheism. All later reforms thus attempted 
to recall wayward Israel to its original religion, which was not simply an 
ideal, but the reality from the formative years onward. In adopting this 
view, modern commentators bought into the Deuteronomistic ideology 
and thus regarded Canaanite practices as intrusive, condemning them as 
“pagan ” Folk religion, if it existed at all in ancient Israel, was seen as “syn- 
cretistic”— mixing orthodox and unorthodox beliefs and practices — and 
of course therefore false. 


Asherah in Canaan 

That naivete should have been shattered with the discovery of the hun¬ 
dreds of Canaanite mythological texts from Ugarit on the coast of Syria, 
dating from ca. 1400-1300 b.c. Here the goddess Asherah, almost forgotten 
over the centuries, reemerged and could once again be seen as the princi- 
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pal female deity of the pantheon in Canaan in pre-Israelite times. She ap¬ 
pears at Ugarit as the consort of the chief male deity El, the “Father of 
Years” But the texts imply that this is the older pair of reigning deities, and 
the two are no longer passionate lovers. El may even be impotent. 

In one poem, El is pictured as seated drowsily upon his throne at the 
“headwaters of the two oceans,” when he looks up and sees Asherah re¬ 
turning from a long journey. 

As soon as El espies her, 

He parts his jaws and laughs. 

His feet upon the footstool he puts 
And doth twiddle his fingers. 

El then welcomes Asherah to his pavilion and offers her refreshments. He 
declares: 

See, El the Kings love stirs thee, 

Bulls affection arouses thee. 

But “Bull” El seems a bit cowed — twiddling his thumbs like an old man, 
boasting about a sexual prowess that he doesn’t have any longer. In an¬ 
other poem, he actually is impotent, the text describing his yad (not 
“hand” here, but “penis”) as “drooping.” Younger female deities are 
brought in to “encourage” him, and all ends well. (One is reminded of the 
“young maiden” brought to David’s bed in his old age to “warm” him, even 
though he was impotent; I Kings 1:1-4.) 

Asherah’s name, like most Northwest Semitic names, is a “sentence- 
name” compounded with a verb. Thus Athiratu-yammi means in all likeli¬ 
hood “She who treads/subdues Sea,” the sea being seen in antiquity as the 
source of deep, mysterious, deadly powers. But whatever her name means, 
her usual titles are “Lady Asherah” and “Mother of the Gods.” She is thus a 
sort of venerable matron, one who often intercedes with her husband El on 
behalf of the younger deities — especially Ba'al and his consort Anat (who 
are ferocious lovers and rivals of the older pair). I11 one well-known cycle 
of poems, Asherah pleads as a wife would with El to give Ba'al the “Storm 
God” a palace of his own. By contrast, Ba'al’s lover Anat approaches El and 
threatens to “smash his head, make his gray beard flow with blood” if he 
does not comply. Canaanite Anat, the fierce warrior and courtesan, was 
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largely forgotten by Israelite times. But Lady Asherah, the nurturing 
Mother Goddess, was remembered and venerated, at least in some circles. 


Asherah in the Hebrew Bible 

In truth, biblical scholars should have seen Asherah's presence all along, 
since it is transparent in the several passages in the Hebrew Bible where the 
word ’ asherah must be read as a proper name (above) — and the name of 
whom, if not the well-known old Canaanite deity Asherah? 

One passage to be considered is I Kings 16:32,33, which recounts how 
Ahab took for a wife Jezebel, a Phoenician princess. At Samaria, his capital, 
he then built a temple for Ba'al, the chief Canaanite-Phoenician deity, and 
there he constructed an altar for Ba'al and “made an Asherah” (the RSV 
capitalizes the latter). These actions by the northern king enraged the 
Judean authors of the Book of Kings, but they duly report them; and it is 
precisely because of their reluctance that we should take their report seri¬ 
ously. Even if, as I have argued above, the ' asherah here was only a “cult im¬ 
age” of some kind, it nevertheless stood in a Canaanite-style temple in Is¬ 
rael's capital, and it represented the potent culticpresence of a female deity 
named Asherah. (Note that here Asherah is coupled with Ba'al, however, 
not Yahweh, in order to discredit her; see further Chapter VIII.) 

The continuation of the story of Ahab's and Jezebel's heresies in 
I Kings 18:20-40 is the famous (if mythical) account of the contest on Mt. 
Carmel. Here Elijah and the prophets of Yahweh faced off against the 450 
prophets of Ba'al and the “400 prophets of Asherah” to see which could 
miraculously strike fire upon a waterlogged altar. Since the Deuterono- 
mists are telling the story, of course, Yahweh's prophets won and he was 
vindicated. Ba'al and Asherah were discredited, and the text describes how 
Elijah had the 450 prophets of Ba'al slaughtered. But several scholars have 
noticed the complete silence of the text about the “400 prophets of 
Asherah ” It has been suggested by some that the text has later been tam¬ 
pered with so as to eliminate any reference to Asherah. But I would argue 
that had Asherah's prophets been executed, the biblical writers would have 
exulted in that fact and would gladly have included it in their story. So 
Asherah and her prophets were probably spared. Why — unless her cult 
was widely tolerated, despite the misgivings of some purists, and tolerated 
even in “official religion” in the north? 
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Asherah, Yahweh, and “Syncretism” 

Further evidence of the cult of Asherah comes, not surprisingly, from Ju¬ 
dah during the reigns of the only two kings of which the biblical writers 
approve: Hezekiah in the 8th century b.c.; and Josiah in the late 7th cen¬ 
tury b.c. In II Kings 18:4, Hezekiah is said to have “removed the high places 
(bamot) y broken the pillars (massebot), and cut down the Asherah” (the 
latter presumably in the Temple). But his son Manasseh (the worst of the 
lot, remembered as one who “made Judah to sin”) set up “a graven image 
of Asherah” in Solomon's Temple, where only Yahweh's name should have 
been established forever (II Kings 21:1-7). Thus Hezekiah's abortive “re¬ 
form” was a failure. Why? Obviously because it lacked both popular sup¬ 
port and subsequent royal approval. Asherah remained in the temple, at 
home alongside Yahweh, where many Israelites (perhaps most) thought 
she belonged. 

II Kings 23 is the most revealing passage of all. This is the “set piece” 
of the Deuteronomistic historians and their revisionist history of ancient 
Israel: the story of the reforms of their hero (and no doubt patron), “good 
King Josiah ” Among his iconoclastic deeds he, like Hezekiah before him, is 
said to have demolished all the high places and removed “the Asherah” 
from the Temple and burned it. In addition, however, he attacked other as¬ 
pects of folk religion that had “infiltrated” the Jerusalem Temple, as the 
biblical writers saw it. And in describing these “pagan practices” they inad¬ 
vertently give us valuable eyewitness details. In fact, what we have in 
II Kings 23 is nothing less than an “inventory” of the religious practices of 
most people in ancient Israel, not only toward the very end of the monar¬ 
chy, but as they undoubtedly had been in place from the beginning 
(Asherah had been tolerated in the Temple until now). 

Note the elements of folk religion here: 

(1) “Idolatrous” priests 

(2) High places (bdmot) in all the cities of Judah and all around Jerusa¬ 
lem, even at the gates of the city 

(3) Incense burned to Baal 

(4) Standing stones (mdssebot) 

(5) The worship of “the sun, the moon, and the constellations, and all 
the hosts of the heavens” in the Temple 

(6) Horses and chariots dedicated to the sun at the entrance to the Temple 
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(7) Altars (for incense) on the roof of the Temple 

(8) “Vessels made for Ba'al, for Asherah, and for all the host of Heaven” 
in the Temple 

(9) Cult prostitution in the Temple (although this is in fact doubtful; be¬ 
low) 

(10) Child sacrifice in the Kidron Valley below 

Finally, one other heretical activity is noted: women “weaving hang¬ 
ings” for Asherah for the “houses of the male cult prostitutes” in the Tem¬ 
ple (II Kings 23:7). The text is admittedly difficult, and biblical commen¬ 
taries differ on the best interpretation of the terms translated “cult 
prostitutes” and “hangings” respectively. The second term in Hebrew is 
battim , which in the plural usually means “houses” or “temples ” The latter 
cannot be the meaning here, however, that is, “weaving temples”; nor does 
“houses” fit the context. It is clear that later editors, translators, and com¬ 
mentators were already puzzled by this reference. The Septuagint, a 3rd- 
2nd-century b.c. Greek translation, as well as other Greek texts, renders 
the term battim as “garments, tunics” That may mean that their Hebrew 
text had kotnot , “priestly garments,” which is why some English transla¬ 
tions read “vestments” (changing Hebrew battim to baddim , “white 
linen”). Some later Aramaic targums (expanded translations) have a word 
that means “curtains”; and at least one famous medieval Jewish commen¬ 
tator (Qimhi) reads “curtain enclosures” 

Given all the textual difficulties, I suggest one of two possibilities. 
(1) The first is that the apparent “ambiguity” may be intentional , that is, the 
Deuteronomistic writers and editors were either confused (or perhaps em¬ 
barrassed) by the term battim and thus employed a circumlocution that we 
today do not understand. (2) The other possibility is that the Hebrew text 
as we have it is correct, and that the term battim should be understood 
periphrastically, not as “houses” but as something like “tent-shrines” (as 
the earlier Tabernacle?). That cannot be proven, but it would make sense. 
Around both ancient and modern shrines in the Middle East one finds pa¬ 
vilions made of hanging fabrics. These “tents” are used for various pur¬ 
poses — sheltering visitors and pilgrims, selling souvenirs, and the like. 
Could it be that such tent-pavilions around the Temple housed the “cult 
prostitutes” (below ?) and also the women who were “weaving” the fabrics? 
But whether the things that the women were making were “hangings” for 
tents near the Temple or “vestments” for an effigy of a deity in the Temple, 
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they were for Asherah. She was present there with Yahweh in his house 
(Hebrew bet , “house” or “temple”). Susan Ackerman has suggested that 
these women's cults in the Jerusalem Temple were not only tolerated, they 
were often under the sponsorship of the Queen Mother herself, as illus¬ 
trated by the story of Ma'acah, who is said herself to have “made an abomi¬ 
nable image for Asherah” in the Temple (I Kings 15:13; Ackerman 2003:459, 
45o)- 

Biblical scholars have generally been skeptical about “Josiah's reform” 
as narrated in II Kings 23. But I have written elsewhere to defend the ac¬ 
count as realistic — if not theologically, at least in the light of what we actu¬ 
ally know archaeologically about folk religion in late 7th century b.c. Judah 
(Dever 1994a). In the present context, it doesn't really matter whether the 
reformers were successful or not. The biblical text gives us a window 
through which to view folk religion, all the more valuable since it comes 
from its detractors and yet fits the archaeological context that we now have. 

It is not only the historical texts that reveal how pervasive the cult of 
Asherah was, but also the 9th-7th-century b.c. prophetic texts. The strik¬ 
ing “sexual imagery” in Hosea, often connected with trees, is especially tell¬ 
ing. Hosea 4:12,13 condemns those who “inquire of a thing of wood,” who 
sacrifice “under oak, poplar, and terebinth, because their shade is good,” 
and thus “play the harlot.” What is wrong with al fresco rituals, with shade? 
And why does worshipping that way constitute “harlotry”? The answer 
lies, I think, in the fact that the goddess Asherah is closely connected with 
tree symbols, as we shall see below. And those who worship her “on every 
high hill and under every green tree” are forsaking Yahweh, the male deity, 
to prostitute themselves with a female deity. In folk religion, Asherah may 
have been his consort, and thus part of Yahwism, his lady; but to the ortho¬ 
dox Deuteronomist parties, she was the whore of pagan gods. 

Hosea 14:8 has long intrigued scholars. Yahweh is speaking to his 
people Israel. The RSV translates this verse: 

O Ephraim, what have I to do with idols? 

It is I who answer and look after you. 

I am like an evergreen cypress, 

From me comes your fruit. (Hosea 14:8) 

The text seems to have suffered something in transmission. Some scholars 
emend (alter) line 2 slightly to read: 
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I am his Anat and his Asherah. 

Whether that change is accepted or not, the context is about trees as life- 
giving “fertility symbols” as well as about Israel's apostasy in seeking life 
by departing from Yahweh, the only truly fruitful tree. 

Another passage involving trees and idolatry is Jeremiah 2:27. 
Yahweh complains through the prophet's words that unruly Israelites “say 
to a tree, 'You are my father'; and to a stone, 'You gave me birth.'" It is 
tempting to suppose that the tree (literally “a wooden thing" in Hebrew) is 
a reference to Asherah, whose symbol is a wooden object, and that the 
stone (massebah here) is the familiar sacred standing stone often associ¬ 
ated with the ’asherah and with high places (above). 

Another corrupt passage that scholars have struggled to understand 
is Amos 8:14, which condemns those who "swear by Ashimah of Samaria." 
The suspicion here is that later editors have tampered with the text so as to 
obscure the original reference to their adversary Asherah (Chapter V). 
This is indeed plausible, in the light of references in I Kings 16:33 to an 
Asherah in the temple at Samaria (Chapter V), and also the Kuntillet 
c Ajrud inscriptions referring to "Yahweh of Samaria." 

Now we are in a position to understand why Deuteronomy 16:21, 22 
has Yahweh say to the Israelites as they are about to inherit the Land of Ca¬ 
naan: 


You shall not plant any tree as an Asherah beside the altar of Yahweh 
which you shall make. And you shall not set up a pillar (massebah) which 
Yahweh your God hates. 

Asherah, her tree symbolism, and high places with altars in groves of 
trees were all held to be typical of Canaanite "fertility" cults and were thus 
anathema to the biblical writers. But why would later reforming priests 
and prophets condemn these things so vociferously unless they remained 
popular in Israelite religion? The reformers knew what they were talking 
about when they protested. Why haven't we caught on until recently? 
Theological biases? Archaeology removes the "rose-colored glasses," and 
the picture is now clearer (if disturbing to some). 

Before leaving II Kings 23 with its candid, revealing portrait of folk 
religion, let me comment on a few of the ten points above where these may 
have to do specially with Asherah and women's concerns (by number). 
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(2) The high places (bamot) are associated with her symbol the 
9 asherah so often that it almost appears that these shrines were dedicated 
especially to the goddess. That would help to explain why they are the spe¬ 
cific targets of much of the Deuteronomistic invective. Yet if so, it is obvi¬ 
ous that men worshipped Asherah at these shrines as well. I suggest that 
the bamot were more conspicuous features of folk religion, and probably 
of the cult of Asherah, because they were public — more visible, more vul¬ 
nerable to iconoclastic attacks. 

(8) What were the “vessels made for Asherah”? The Hebrew word 
(kelim) does not provide any clue, since it is used for all kinds of things. 
But the fact that the things were “burned” implies that they were made of 
wood. They are not, however, the asherah poles of wood, since those are 
listed separately here. I can only speculate that these “wooden things” were 
pieces of furniture from within the temple, perhaps tables or benches, de¬ 
testable because they pointed somehow to Ba'al and Asherah specifically. 
(On miniature furniture models, see Chapter V.) 

(9) The reference to “male cult prostitutes” (II Kings 23:7; RSV) 
housed in (or around) the Temple is problematic and has been the subject 
of heated discussion. The Hebrew plural term here is qedeshim , derived 
from a verbal root meaning “to set aside, consecrate.” The nominal form 
can be either masculine or feminine. A “maximalist” reading was common 
among earlier scholars, who over-stressed the “fertility” motifs of 
Canaanite religion and regarded it as lascivious, given to sexual orgies. 
This bias resulted in part from the prudery of that generation of scholars 
(and its resultant fascination with sex), but it was fed as well by ancient bi¬ 
ases. 

Classical writers like Herodotus wrote describing how women in 
Babylon were compelled at least once in their lifetime to go sit in the Tem¬ 
ple of Aphrodite and solicit a man to engage in sexual intercourse. Other 
ancient writers describe Phoenician religion as blatantly sexual. It is out of 
these prejudices, ancient and modern, that both the myth of the “sacred 
marriage” of the gods being acted out in cult celebrations and the myth of 
“cult prostitution” were created (see further Chapter VIII on “fertility 
cults”). 

There is neither etymological, cultural, nor historical evidence to sup¬ 
port these notions. And among the excellent scholars who have helped to 
demolish such misreadings of the biblical texts are women who have writ¬ 
ten perceptively on ancient Israelite religions (such as Ackerman, Bird, and 
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Frymer-Kensky). All we can really say about the qedeshtm in II Kings 23:7 is 
that they were functionaries “dedicated” to temple service of some sort, but 
that the reformers disapproved of them and wanted them expelled. 

Parallels to the females of this class of functionaries have been drawn 
with the qadishtu women in ancient Mesopotamia (the Hebrew word is 
cognate). But these women, although “dedicated” to temple service, were 
not prostitutes. Some attempts, however, to “salvage the reputation” of 
women cult personnel in the Jerusalem Temple may have gone too far in 
the other direction. Frymer-Kensky likens them to “vestal virgins” 
(1992:201). 

One other aspect of the prostitution of women and cult performance 
should be mentioned here. Karel van der Toorn (1994) has made much of 
the slender evidence that women who made vows but were unable to fulfill 
them had to “buy” their way out of the obligation by paying with wages 
earned by prostituting themselves in the Temple. He appeals, for instance, 
to Deuteronomy 23:17,18, where the usual word for harlot (zondh) appears 
in parallel with both the masculine and feminine forms qadesh/qedeshd . 
The text there forbids paying for a broken vow with “the hire of a harlot.” 
Few scholars would follow van der Toorn, however, especially when he sees 
prostitution as “payment of vows” being a part of the experience of the av¬ 
erage Israelite woman. At most, it would have been a rare and distasteful 
experience. 

(10) Finally, the problem of child sacrifice, which would have affected 
women extraordinarily, must be addressed here. Such sacrifices are judged 
harshly, and several texts say that they were expressly forbidden (Leviticus 
18:21; Deuteronomy 18:10-12). This is what the “nations” (goim) do (Deu¬ 
teronomy 12:31); what the pagans brought to Samaria by the Assyrians to 
replace deported Israelites do (II Kings 17:31); what the king of Moab, Is¬ 
rael's arch-enemy, did (II Kings 3:27). 

Yet other texts in addition to II Kings 23:10 unhesitatingly describe 
child sacrifice among the Israelites, first already during the Wandering in 
the Wilderness (Psalm 106:37, 38; a late poetic text, however). One Hiel of 
Bethel “laid the foundations” of Jericho “at the cost of Abiram his first¬ 
born, and set up its gates at the cost of his youngest son Segub” (I Kings 
16:34). It is even noted by the writers that this “foundation sacrifice” was 
done “according to the word of the Lord” that Hiel had spoken, as though 
this was the result of a vow. Even kings of Judah such as Ahaz and Manas- 
seh are said to have “burned their sons” as offerings, along with other pro- 
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scribed cultic activities. Of course, the condemnation of the Deuterono- 
mistic reformers could be dismissed as extremist propaganda, since these 
two kings could do nothing but evil in their eyes. 

Details in several texts, however, such as II Kings 23:10 and Jeremiah 
32:35, ring true in the light of what we now know. In both passages, the sac¬ 
rifice of children in Jerusalem is said to have taken place at a site called 
“Topheth,” in the Valley of Hinnom below the Temple mount. And the god 
to whom the children were sacrificed as a burnt offering is specified as 
“Molech.” A god called Molech is known from some Canaanite and espe¬ 
cially from later Phoenician sources, the latter partly contemporary with 
monarchic Israel. Phoenician and later Punic votive inscriptions actually 
describe a sacrifice of children called a mulk. And ancient writers like 
Diodorus Siculus, Philo Byblius, and Kleitarchos give horrifying accounts 
of a great bronze statue of the god Kronos, in whose outstretched arms 
children were placed over a fire. 

Finally, there is the 7th-4th-century b.c. “Tophet” or cemetery at the 
Phoenician Punic port of Carthage in North Africa. There thousands and 
thousands of burial urns have been unearthed containing the burned 
bones of infants. Many burials are accompanied by dedicatory inscrip¬ 
tions, indicating that the sacrifice was made to perform a vow, often to 
“Tanit” or Ba'al Hamon, the former none other than the Phoenician ver¬ 
sion of Asherah. The sacrifice itself is usually called a mulk. 

Some scholars argue that Phoenician mulk is equivalent to Hebrew 
“Molech.” But others point out that most of the votive inscriptions make it 
clear that the sacrifices were usually dedicated to Ba'al Hamon and/or 
Kronos (above). And it has long been known that Phoenician “Ba'al 
Hamon” is equivalent to Canaanite “Kronos” and Canaanite-Israelite “El.” 
El was one of the earliest names for the Israelite god. Thus Ackerman con¬ 
cludes, after a thorough survey of all the evidence, that there was no god 
“Molech” who received child sacrifice in Israel. “Rather, the cult of child 
sacrifice was felt in some circles to be a legitimate expression of Yahwistic 
faith” (1992:137). 

If all this is true, how did women react t o child sacrifice, common or 
rare? Did they actually participate? Did men coerce them? It is all unthink¬ 
able — or at least it was to previous generations of biblical scholars. Today, 
however, mainstream scholarship takes seriously the hints in the Hebrew 
Bible that child sacrifice, like so many other “Canaanite” customs, while 
rare, could be adopted into the Israelite cult. It may even have had its roots 
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in “orthodox” Yahwistic theology. The biblical writers, in the famous story 
of Abraham and the sacrifice of Isaac, do not hesitate to suppose that 
burning Isaac on the altar was Yahweh’s original intent, or that Abraham in 
carrying out the divine command would have been doing anything other 
than obeying in faith. In the end, Abraham miraculously did not have to 
do such a desperate deed. But would he have done it? Perhaps more perti¬ 
nent is the question of whether Sarah would have condoned the slaying of 
her beloved son Isaac, whose name means “(God) makes me happy.” How 
could Yahweh (or Asherah), who wondrously brings children into the 
world, take them out so capriciously? 


Iconographic Evidence of the Goddess 

I have examined the textual evidence for the goddess Asherah at some 
length, both in the Hebrew Bible and in extra-biblical inscriptions. Words 
are important; but a picture really is “worth a thousand words.” Do we 
have any such pictures of the goddess Asherah from biblical times (apart 
from the female figurines)? Of course, we have images from the preceding 
Late Bronze Age Canaanite era. But do such representations continue — 
especially if we take seriously the biblical prohibition of the making of any 
“graven images” of deities (Exodus 20:4)? 

I have discussed the 10th-century b.c. “Cultic Structure” at Ta'anach 
above (Chapter V), taking it as an example of a high place, a bamah. And 
the most extraordinary piece of cult paraphernalia there is a large, square 
terra cotta offering stand, nearly three feet high (p. 154 above). The top has 
a low “curb” around it, so as to receive an offering bowl for food or drink, 
while the column is fenestrated, with openings probably for wafting smoke 
from incense. The iconographic scenes are in bold relief on four stages that 
probably represent the four stories of a temple. 

The top register depicts on the front a quadruped, probably a bull 
calf, standing between two stylized trees, bearing a winged sun-disc on his 
back. On the sides are two lions. The next register down shows the familiar 
scene of two rampant wild goats nibbling the lower branches of a tree. 
Again there are two lions on the side. The third register down has two lions 
on the side facing to the front, this time with wings and human heads 
wearing the “Hathor”wig (below), so they are clearly cherubs. Between the 
two cherubs is an empty space that some take to be a doorway. 
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The bottom register shows what I believe is the most astonishing 
representation of Israelite iconography that we have ever found. Here 
again are two lions on the side, staring open-eyed out of the front panel. 
Between the two lions, holding them firmly by the ears, is a female figure 
shown frontally nude, again wearing the distinctive Hathor bouffant wig. 
Who is she, this enigmatic smiling “Mona Lisa” of ancient Israel? 

Most scholars have not even been willing to speculate, but the an¬ 
swer has been clear to me for thirty years. The stand was excavated by 
Paul W. Lapp in the 1960s, and for a long time, while I was Director of the 
American sponsoring institution, the W. F. Albright Institute of Archaeo¬ 
logical Research in Jerusalem (1971-1975), the Ta'anach stand was housed 
in the basement. I saw our “Lady of Ta'anach” every day; to me, she is ob¬ 
viously Asherah. I published this suggestion long ago (Dever 1984), basing 
myself on several readily documented facts. (1) The wig of Hathor, the 
cow goddess, is regularly worn by the New Kingdom (1500-1200 b.c.) 
Egyptian goddess Qudshu, “the Holy One,” whom we know to be the 
Egyptian version of Canaanite Asherah. On the Winchester plaque 
(above, p. 178), she is shown riding on the back of a lion, and the text gives 
all three of her names: Qudshu (Asherah), Anat, and Astarte. (2) Dozens 
of contemporary clay and a few gold and electrum plaques and pendants 
found in Syria-Palestine not only show the goddess wearing the charac¬ 
teristic Hathor wig, showing that she is indeed Asherah, but they also de¬ 
pict her riding on a lion. (3) Finally, numerous inscriptions, stretching 
over the third, second, and first millennia b.c., and found throughout the 
Near East, attest to the fact that “the Lion Lady” was one of the most fre¬ 
quent epithets of the great Mother Goddess, and especially of her 
Canaanite embodiment Asherah. (See also the lion imagery on the 8th- 
century b.c. storejar from Kuntillet 'Ajrud, where the accompanying He¬ 
brew text names her as Yahweh’s companion, and undoubtedly his con¬ 
sort; above and Chapter V.) 

Despite the overwhelming evidence that the nude female on the 
Ta'anach stand is Asherah, very few scholars have been willing to make that 
identification. Keel and Uehlinger, usually very perceptive, identify her sim¬ 
ply as “mistress of animals,” although Asherah specifically is a divine figure 
generally in the ancient Near East. Pirhiya Beck, an excellent art historian, 
saw her only as some kind of “fertility goddess” (1990:432). Zevit, always the 
boldest of biblicists, does identify her as Asherah (2001:323,324). Most com¬ 
mentators on the Ta'anach stand decline to give an opinion. What more ex- 
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Terra-cotta plaque depicting Asherah with 
Hathor wig, holding lotus blossoms; 

Syria, i4th-i3th cent. b.c. 

Negbi 1976, Fig. 117 


plicit evidence of the cult of Asherah in monarchic Israel do scholars realis¬ 
tically expect? Here she is, wearing nothing but a great big smile. 

Another piece of iconographic evidence comes from a small group of 
naoi (singular naos ), or terra cotta model temples, dating from the 10th to 
the 8th century b.c. One from Tell el-Far'ah N., biblical Tirzah, was pub¬ 
lished years ago, but like the Ta'anach stand it has been overlooked until re¬ 
cently. Standing about a foot high, it has a temple fa$ade that features two 
fluted, stylized palm-tree columns, complete with curled fronds at the top 
for capitals. Over the doorway between the columns there appear the moon 
crescent and the stars of the Pleiades, often associated with Tanit, the Phoe¬ 
nician version of Asherah. Asherah is not “at home” here, that is, standing 
in the door of her house or temple (Hebrew bayit means both). But else¬ 
where, in other naoi, she is at home. On a Phoenician statue (ca. yth century 
b.c.) from Cyprus, the goddess Asherah, wearing the insignia of her Hathor 
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headdress, carries a naos on her head, and there in the doorway stands an¬ 
other representation of Asherah wearing the Hathor wig. From Idalion in 
Cyprus, comes a roughly contemporary intact naos , and the nude goddess 
is again standing in the doorway. And in case you missed her, she also ap¬ 
pears looking out of each side window. Thus there can be no doubt that the 
naoi are model temples associated with Asherah/Tanit. The only question is 
why the doorway of the Tell el-Far'ah naos is empty. Another one, from 
Transjordan, was found with a female figurine that probably once stood in 
the doorway, as well as two lions that once may have guarded the entrance 
— the same combination as on the Ta'anach stand. Perhaps both the 
“empty doorways" at Tell el-Far'ah and Ta'anach indicate a certain “reti¬ 
cence” in Israelite iconography due to the Second Commandment — what 
Mettinger (1995) has called “empty space aniconism”On some Phoenician 
naoi , a pair of female deities flanks the open doorway. 

Let me turn now to additional iconographic evidence that illumi¬ 
nates Asherah and her cult and has to do specifically with her connection 
with trees , to which I have already alluded. The association with trees in 
the biblical texts is too consistent to miss, as we have hinted, but let us re¬ 
view it more extensively before looking elsewhere for corroboration. 

First, there is the fact already noted that in the majority of the 40 or 



Naos , or model temple, from Idalion, Cyprus; 6th cent, b.c., cf. p. 114. 
Keel 1997, Fig. 225 
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Naos; nth-ioth cent. b.c. 
Keel 1998, Fig. 74 


so occurrences of the word * asherah > the term must refer either to a 
wooden pole, that is, a stylized tree, or to a living tree, both of which are 
symbols of the goddess Asherah. In a sense, they are “stand-ins” for her in 
the cult, perhaps because of the second commandment prohibiting any di¬ 
rect representation of the deities themselves. (Note that the First Com¬ 
mandment says that Israel should not have “other gods before me,” in the 
plural, so that was at least a possibility.) 

I suggest that the tree-like representations of Asherah were not, in 
fact, “idols” that people personified and worshipped in place of Yahweh 
(although the Deutero no mists would have viewed them that way). The an¬ 
cient Israelites may not have been very sophisticated in our modern sense, 
but neither were they stupid. The prophets frequently poked fun at hand¬ 
made idols, and people got the point. In a passage that has to do, in fact, 
with trees, Jeremiah spins out a wonderfully sarcastic parable: 

A tree from the forest is cut down, 

and worked with an ax by the hands of a craftsman. 

Men deck it with silver and gold; 

they fasten it with hammer and nails so that it cannot move. 

Their idols are like scarecrows in a cucumber field, 
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and they cannot speak; 

They have to be carried, 
for they cannot walk. 

Be not afraid of them, 

for they cannot do evil, neither is it in them to do good. 

(Jeremiah 10:3-5) 

I can hear Jeremiah's listeners laughing, then protesting: “We don't wor¬ 
ship trees and wooden poles, but they help us to imagine Yahweh's pres¬ 
ence since otherwise we can't see him.” 

Second, the high places discussed above (bamdt), often hilltop sanc¬ 
tuaries, typically include ’ashertm and probably also living trees among 
their features. One phrase describing Israel's “whoring after other gods” 
occurs again and again: “on every high hill and under every green tree.” Of 
the early-9th-century b.c. reign of the southern Kingdom's first king, 
Rehoboam, Solomon's son, it is said: 

For they also built for themselves high places, and pillars (massebot), and 

Asherim on every high hill and under every green tree. (I Kings 14:23) 

The same accusation is repeated of Ahaz in the 8th century b.c. (II Kings 
16:4) and of Hoshea, his contemporary in the north (II Kings 17:10). The 
prophets independently use the very same language, “under every green 
tree”: Isaiah (57:5); Jeremiah (2:20; 3:6,13; 17:2); and Ezekiel (6:13; cf. also 
Hosea 4:12,13). And the passage in Deuteronomy 12:2, 3 projects the same 
language back to Moses' warning before Israel's entry into the Land. 

Thus in the biblical writers' view, from Moses to Ezekiel — 600 years, 
Israel's entire history in Canaan — folk religion is bound up with rites 
having to do with “green trees,” rites prohibited, yet practiced nonetheless. 
Why the biblical writers' obsession with trees? It seems pretty obvious: a 
luxuriant green tree represents the goddess Asherah, who gives life in a 
barren land. (Those of us who have lived in the Arizona desert appreciate 
why trees seem miraculous.) And on the ridges and hilltops, where one 
seems closer to the gods and can lift up one's eyes to the heavens, the trees 
and groups of wooden poles erected to her added to the verdant setting 
and the ambiance of luxuriousness, of plenty. 

Such “hilltop shrines” with groves of trees are well known through¬ 
out the Mediterranean world in the Bronze and Iron Ages, and they con- 
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tinued to flourish clear into the Classical era. Why should ancient Israel 
not have participated in this universal oriental culture of “fertility reli¬ 
gions,” which celebrated the rejuvenation and sustaining powers of Na¬ 
ture? Perhaps Israel's only unique contribution was to see over time that 
Nature is subsumed under Yahweh, “Lord of the Universe,” whose power 
ultimately gives life to humans and beast and field. But that insight was a 
long time coming, and it was fully realized only in the wisdom gained from 
the tragedy of the Babylonian captivity (Chapter VIII). 

Despite what seems to me the transparency of the “tree” motif in 
connection with Asherah, ancient commentators seem to have been con¬ 
fused, and so were modern scholars until recently. As I have noted above 
(Chapter IV), the Greek translators of the Hebrew Bible in the 3rd-2nd 
century b.c. were already sufficiently removed from the Iron Age reality 
that they did not understand the real meaning of Hebrew ’ asherah . Thus 
they rendered the term by the Greek word 'alsos> “grove,” or dendron , 
“tree.” 

The Latin Vulgate (4th century a.d.) has lucus, “copse; sacred grove,” 
or occasionally nemus } “forest” (LaRocca-Pitts 2001:253-237; 295). The RSV 
sometimes translates ’ asherah in the singular as “Asherah or “the Asherah,” 
the latter reflecting the confusion already in the Hebrew text, which some¬ 
times adds the definite article. In other places, however, the RSV has for 
the plural of 'asherah “Asherim,” where the term refers to the symbol 
rather than the goddess (one cannot say the “goddesses Asherah”). Thus 
even the best of modern translations often depend upon context; they are 
not consistent, and sometimes they simply guess. 

Several recent publications may have finally resolved the association 
of Asherah with trees. The breakthrough came in the mid-1980s. One day 
Ruth Hestrin, a woman who was not an academic but was one of the de¬ 
voted curators of the Israel Museum, showed me a manuscript that she 
was having difficulty getting published. She wanted to know if I thought 
that she was really on to something, or whether her detractors were right: 
“too radical.” I was struck and excited by the sheer intuition of her work. I 
encouraged her as enthusiastically as I could; and in 1987 the prestigious 
Israel Exploration Journal published Ruth's article under the innocent¬ 
sounding title “The Lachish Ewer and the Asherah ” It took a while, but 
some years later the bombshell dropped. And today Ruth Hestrin's innova¬ 
tive views are widely quoted (and unfortunately taken for granted, as 
though “we always knew that”). 
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Hestrin began with the fact that in the Late Bronze Age a frequent 
iconographic scene of Canaanite art depicts two rampant wild goats nib¬ 
bling at the lower branches of a tree. She then looked at this scene on the 
famous “ewer” (or dedicatory vase) from the Judean site of Lachish, exca¬ 
vated in the 1930s. It was found in a favissa or depository pit near the 13th 
century b.c. “Fosse Temple III” Painted on the upper shoulder was the fa¬ 
miliar scene of two rampant wild goats nibbling at the branches of a tree 
(looking very much like a menorah, or seven-branched candlestick). Run¬ 
ning around the top in Old Canaanite script was a dedicatory formula: 
“Mattan: An offering for my Lady Elat” “Mattan” is probably the worship¬ 
per's name, but it could also be translated “A gift.” “Elat” is the feminine 
form of the name of the Canaanite male deity El, and it is also one of the 
names of the great Mother Goddess of Canaan, used in parallel with 
“Asherah ” Finally, a mutton bone was found in the vase. So here we have 
an offering for the goddess Elat/Asherah. 

Many biblical scholars over the years had commented on the inscrip¬ 
tion, of course — a text But almost no one had noted the archaeological 
context Here we have a specific offering, closely dated, presented to a 
Canaanite goddess. We know her name, and we can see her temple next 
door. Yet no one except Ruth Hestrin had noticed that from another offer- 



Lachish “ewer,” with Canaanite inscription (enlarged) 
Keel 1998, Fig.49 
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ing pit of the Lachish temple there had come a goblet with a similar scene 
showing two rampant wild goats. But here the female pubic triangle was 
substituted for the usual tree. So the pubic triangle — symbol from time 
immemorial of the source of all human conception, birth, and life — and 
the tree were interchangeable, that is, conceived of as representing the 
same thing. That was what the ancient Canaanites and Israelites had once 
known instinctively. But in time, the knowledge must have been lost, and 
only the “mysterious” tree symbol remained. 

Hestrin’s observation, so obvious in retrospect (like many a stroke of 
genius), was brilliant. But there was more. She then noticed that on a num¬ 
ber of gold or electrum pendants of the Late Bronze Age, the goddess 
Asherah was depicted in a highly stylized way, as only a torso, yet with 



A goblet from a favissa of Fosse Temple III at Lachish, showing a pubic triangle 
flanked by ibexes; below, an enlargement; 13th cent. b.c. 

Keel and Uehlinger 1998, Fig. 80 
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prominent breasts and vulva. It is clear that she is Asherah, because she 
wears the familiar bouffant wig of the Egyptian cow goddess Hathor, who 
is pictured and named on plaques as Qudshu, “the Holy One?' (See above, 
on the Winchester plaque.) But what Hestrin saw on the Canaanite pen¬ 
dants was a tree growing out of the goddess's vulva. Now it became clearer 
than ever that Asherah, the symbol of the female pubic triangle, and the 
tree could all be interchangeable in Canaanite cultic iconography. 

As though that were not convincing enough, Hestrin went on to cite 
several Egyptian second millennium b.c. tomb paintings, in which a fully 
branched tree is shown as a woman, offering a breast with outstretched hand 
and suckling an infant. One such scene depicts none other than the son of 
Pharaoh Thutmosis III, complete with inscription. I regard Ruth Hestrin's 
article (popularized in 1991) as one of the greatest single contributions to our 

Electrum pendant of a stylized Asherah, 
with Hathor wig, and a tree growing 
from the vulva; i4th-i3th cent. b.c. 

Keel 1998, Fig. 18 


Egyptian 18th Dynasty tomb painting, 
showing a son of Pharaoh Thutmosis III 
being nursed by a tree-goddess 
Keel 1997, Fig. 253 
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knowledge of ancient Israelite folk religion. Now we understand the whole 
“tree” business — and why the biblical writers and editors were so ada¬ 
mantly opposed to trees and “groves” It took an unassuming, non-academic 
woman to see what everyone else failed to see. “Sacred trees” are still revered 
by Bedouin today, as I have seen in the Syrian Desert near Palmyra. 

A number of scholars followed out Hestrin's intuition in a rather 
cursory fashion. But in 1998, Othmar Keel, the doyen of the Freibourg art 
historical school discussed above (Chapter II), produced a full-scale study, 
Goddesses and Trees, New Moon and Yahweh: Ancient Near Eastern Art and 
the Hebrew Bible. Curiously, Keel does not list Hestrin in beginning his 
work with a footnote citing the contribution of previous scholars. His own 
contribution is first to take the tree-and-goddess iconography back to the 
early second millennium b.c. He then adds to Hestrin's examples several 
Canaanite plaques discovered since then, with even more specific connec¬ 
tions, as well as a few more Egyptian representations similar to Hestrin’s 
“tree nursing an infant” He further emphasizes of the goddess Asherah 
that “it is safe to assume that the tree, natural or stylized and named after 
her, was connected with her” (1998:38, citing also Kletter 1996:76,77 on the 
figurines). Finally, Keel adds more than two dozen additional Iron Age fig¬ 
urines, offering stands, model temples, and seals that are based on the 
identification of Asherah with tree imagery (not all, however, from Pales- 



An Egyptian tree-goddess, 
the female deity represented 
as a tree trunk 
Keel 1997, Fig. 254 
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A “sacred tree” in the desert near Palmyra, festooned with fragments of women's 
clothing and Arabic prayers on scraps of paper 
Photo: W. G.Dever 


tine). The second half of Keel's 1998 book is devoted to “moon cults," to 
which I shall return presently. 

Let me note here, however, the importance of seals and seal impres¬ 
sions, which have been neglected by many other scholars, but which Keel 
and his colleagues have shown to be of great significance for understand¬ 
ing Israelite folk religion. The seal iconography is particularly relevant for 
the late 8th-early 6th century b.c., when Israel and Judah came under the 
influence of Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian “astral cults," in which 
Asherah (as Ishtar) and Astarte (probably the “Queen of Heaven" of Jere¬ 
miah 7:18 and 44:17-25) were venerated. Again, it would be surprising if the 
Israelite cults had not been influenced by these cults of the wider ancient 
Near Eastern world. 

Already in 1992 in the German original of Gods, Goddesses, and Im¬ 
ages of God in Ancient Israel (1998), Keel and Uehlinger had collected a 
number of 9th-yth-century b.c. seals, seal impressions, ivories, and other 
objects with iconographic motifs. Featured are such things as “the Lord of 
animals" and bulls and deities riding on bulls. They argue, however, that 
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on the seals no goddess is portrayed “anthropomorphically," that is, with 
human-like anatomical features. Thus they specifically reject my argument 
that the seated female figure on a Kuntillet 'Ajrftd storejar (above) is 
Asherah (1998:223, 224). Instead, they think that there is only an “asherah 
atmosphere' 1 on the overall scene; and that perhaps a professional scene of 
worshippers on the storejar may be more relevant (1998:241, 242). I don't 
see how the latter can be, since the jar is broken, and the person/object to¬ 
ward which those processing are moving is missing. 

Keel and Uehlinger turn instead to seals with solar and astral images 
(1998:248-277), where they find several 9th-8th-century b.c. scenes involv¬ 
ing trees, which they understand as “a cultic symbol assigned to Yahweh, 
by which his blessing is mediated to the people'’ (1998:278). That is consis¬ 
tent with their view that Kuntillet 'Ajrtid is not a religious sanctuary of any 
kind, and that the mention of an asherah here and elsewhere does not refer 
to a female deity, only to a symbol related to Yahweh (above). That seems 
to me to go against both the evidence and common sense — surprisingly 
defensive for scholars who are otherwise so innovative. They do document 
the strong influence of solar and astral symbolism in 8th-7th-century b.c. 
Israel, but they relate virtually all of this to the male deity Yahweh. 

On the other hand, Keel and Uehlinger then argue that beginning in 
the late 8th century b.c., the old Bronze Age connection of trees with 
Asherah signals the “astralization of the heavenly powers" and the revival 
of the goddess. Here they present a mass of iconographic evidence 
(1998:283-287), with dozens of examples. But according to them, there are 
only two goddesses represented, the healing goddess Gula, and Ishtar 
(Astarte). The latter is easily recognized by her emblems, a shining wreath 
or a nimbus of stars. In addition, the motifs include other astral symbols, 
especially the eight-rayed star of Venus, the stars of the Pleiades, and the 



Keel and Uehlinger 1998, Fig. 177; 178 
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crescent moon. In that sense, the gods and goddesses come to represent 
deities of the night (1998:292-294; the night demon Lilith will reemerge in 
later Judaism; below). 

Some of these later seals do have trees, so Keel and Uehlinger think 
that by now (7th century b.c.) Asherah has “reemerged.” I don’t think that 
she ever went away. The absence of i2th-8th-century b.c. seals showing her 
tree emblem means nothing, because we have almost no stamp seals from 
this period. In archaeology, arguments from silence are meaningless. Nev¬ 
ertheless, Keel and Uehlinger’s overall conclusion is worth repeating. 

The predominance of astral symbolism, accompanied by the decline in 
importance of the mediating, numinous protective powers, is probably 
connected to a growing need that was in conflict with the concurrent re¬ 
vival of the old, “Canaanite” traditions (1998:318). 

Additional iconographic motifs that can be related to Asherah (Keel 
and Uehlinger say to “the goddess”) later in her history in Israel and Judah 
include doves. Doves appear frequently in connection with the goddess 
Tanit, the late Phoenician counterpart of Asherah. But they are seen al¬ 
ready on 9th-8th-century b.c. objects such as naoi, or model temple 
shrines. Finally, Keel and Uehlinger agree with other scholars that the hun¬ 
dreds and hundreds of pillar-figurines (above), although devoid of obvi¬ 
ous symbolism except the breasts, represent the goddess Asherah, as I have 
argued. To support this supposition, they point out the same representa¬ 
tions of the “tree suckling an infant” that Hestrin first noted (1998:331-336). 
They do not, however, cite a few scholars who early on observed that the 
plain, columnar lower body of these female figurines closely resembles a 
tree trunk. (Ruth Hestrin may have been the first.) 

A more recent study of seals representing Ishtar/Astarte is that of the 
Israeli art historian Tallay Oman (2001). She cites six 8th-7th-century B.c. 
seals found thus far in Israel, some of which depict the goddess Ishtar 
characteristically wearing a crown and enclosed with a circle. Similar seals 
and other artistic representations in art found in Mesopotamia have in¬ 
scriptions identifying this figure as Ishtar. In many cases the circle appears 
as a sparkling star with protruding points. A seal found on the surface at 
the Judean site of Lachish is particularly significant. A tree appears beside 
her, and her hands are supporting her breasts — both “fertility” symbols. 
Ishtar can be a “warrior goddess,”but she is also the goddess who brings 
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life. The embodiment of such polar opposites, foreign to our modern way 
of thinking, was common in the ancient world. The Canaanite goddess 
c Anat (below) is a fearsome hunter and warrior who wantonly slaughters 
her lover Ba'al's enemies. But she is also the great goddess “who conceives 
but never bears,' 1 the goddess of perpetual life-giving power. Oman con¬ 
cludes that the seals found in Israel were locally made and “strengthen the 
notion of the Assyrian influence on the image of the Queen of Heaven and 
the resemblance of her cult to that of Ishtar" (2001:252). 

Many previous scholars have identified the “Queen of Heaven" in 
Jeremiah 7:18 and 44:17-25 as Ishtar, or as she was more commonly known 
in the West, Astarte, notably Ackerman in her definitive study of late 
Judean and exilic folk religion (1992). Astarte is the name of one of the 
three Canaanite female deities in the Ugaritic texts discussed above, along¬ 
side Asherah and 'Anat, and there her fertility roles are clear. She is also 
named on the Winchester plaque and identified there with Qudshu/ 
Asherah and 'Anat. In the Hebrew Bible, however, Astarte plays a minor 
role compared to Asherah, although several texts prohibit her worship 
(Judges 2:13; 10:6; I Samuel 7:4; 12:10, all parallel with “Ba'al"; I Kings 11:5; 
II Kings 23:13, of the “Sidonians,” or Phoenicians). 

Ackerman has argued persuasively that a mass of linguistic evidence 
from the second and first millennia b.c. identifies Astarte as a heavenly 
queen and divine consort. In later Phoenician and Greek sources, she be¬ 
comes “Aphrodite," goddess of sex and love. Although Ackerman does not 
cite the seals that Keel and Uehlinger and Oman note (her work predates 
their publications), the iconography there strongly supports the roles of 



Seals depicting Astarte, surrounded by stars 
Keel and Uehlinger 1998, Fig.288a-c 
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Astarte that she describes. The crown that she wears is that of a queen, and 
the stars reinforce the concept of her heavenly abode. 

The most intriguing aspect of all this is the probability that the 
“Queen of Heaven” in the two passages in Jeremiah discussed above can be 
identified specifically as Astarte — that is, as another “Canaanite” mother 
goddess venerated in folk religion in late Judean times. One detail is partic¬ 
ularly striking. The Hebrew term for the “cakes” baked for her, kawwdnim, 
which occurs only in these two passages, is a loan word from the 
Mesopotamian term kamanu , “cake”Several Mesopotamian texts describe 
the baking of these cakes for Ishtar (quoted in Ackerman 1992:3a): 

O Ishtar, merciful goddess, I have come to visit you, 

I have prepared for you an offering, pure milk, 

A pure cake baked in ashes (kamdn tumri), 

I stood up for you a vessel for libations, 

Hear me and act favorably toward me! 

In the Jeremiah passages, the cakes baked for the “Queen of Heaven” 
(Ishtar/Astarte) are made “in her image ” Several scholars have explained 
that reference by calling attention to early second millennium clay molds 
found at Mari on the Euphrates. Some of these show a wide-hipped god¬ 
dess holding her breasts. They are best explained as molds for making 
cakes, probably for ritual presentation to a goddess. If accepted, this inter¬ 
pretation would provide a close parallel for the references in Jeremiah to 
“baking cakes for the Queen of Heaven” And, of course, baking is a 
“woman’s task” par excellence . All this has led me to follow the notion of 
several scholars (although not the majority) in seeing the object held to the 
breast of the early Iron Age female figurines not as a frame-drum (p. 154 
and above), but as a mold-made cake. As far as I know, however, no one 
has pointed out that the radiating “spokes” on the round object at the 
breast closely resemble the radiating stars on the depictions of encircled 
Ishtar on the seals. 

The evidence for a second “mother goddess” venerated in ancient Is¬ 
rael alongside Asherah, although circumstantial, may seem confusing, 
even contradictory. There is, however, evidence of still another goddess 
who was venerated by the ancient Judeans. The prophet Ezekiel reports 
that at the gate of the Temple in Jerusalem there sat “women weeping for 
Tammuz” (Ezekiel 8:14). “Tammuz” was the later name of the 3rd millen- 


234 



Asherah , Womens Cults, and “Official Yahwism 


nium Sumerian god Dumuzi. He was a seasonal “dying and rising” god 
whose consort was Ishtar (Sumerian Inanna). Like Canaanite Ba'al in the 
western Semitic world, Dumuzi died annually in the early summer when 
the rains ceased, and then he descended into the underworld as though 
dead. Ishtar mourned his passing, but in the fall she helped to bring him 
back to life, and they re-consummated their sexual union. Thus Nature 
was fructified in an unending cycle of love, death, and reunion. The 
Mesopotamian cult of Tammuz was largely the province of women, who 
naturally empathize with his “widow” Ishtar, and ritually mourn his pass¬ 
ing. There seems little doubt that this pan-Mediterranean seasonal myth 
of Ba'al and 'Anat, Tammuz and Ishtar, was popular in some circles in Ju¬ 
dah, especially after the Assyrian impact in the late 8th century b.c. 
(Ackerman 1992:79-80). 

There is also evidence of other mourning rituals in the Hebrew Bible, 
for other male deities. In Elijah's famous contest on Mt. Carmel, the 
prophets of Ba'al attempt to call up the dead vegetation deity Ba'al by ritu¬ 
ally gashing their flesh (I Kings 18:28), a typical funerary rite. Ba'al is also 
known by his other name Hadad, and in Zechariah 12:10,11 there is a de¬ 
scription of a mourning for Hadad-Rimmon in the Valley of Megiddo ” 
Hosea 7:14 may also refer to the same rites, condemning those who “turn 
to Ba'al” (Hebrew uncertain), who “wail upon their beds” and “gash them¬ 
selves.” 

Before leaving what may seem to be a confusing multiplicity of fe¬ 
male (and male) deities, and the question of which cultic artifacts may re¬ 
late to which, let me note one fact that may help. In the eastern Mediterra¬ 
nean world generally, there appear many local deities, both male and 
female, who were probably conceived of as particular manifestations of the 
more cosmic high gods. Thus in Canaan, we have texts naming Ba'alat (the 
feminine counterpart of Ba'al) “of Byblos”The male deity Ba'al appears in 
Canaanite texts as Ba'al Zephon, “Ba'al of the North ” Ba'al appears in the 
Hebrew Bible as “Ba'al (of) Hazor”; “Ba'al (of) Hermon”; “Ba'al (of) 
Meon”; “Ba'al (of) Peor”; and “Ba'al (of) Tamar.” In the Kuntillet 'Ajrud 
texts discussed above, we find mention of “Yahweh of Samaria,” and 
“Yahweh of Teman (Yemen) ” Thus a number of scholars have called atten¬ 
tion to the tendency of the High God or Goddess to appear in the form of 
the deity of a particular local cult, often with a hyphenated name. This 
would be a sort of “diffusion” of the deity; but on the other hand, these de¬ 
ities could coalesce again under different conditions into a sort of “con- 
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flate” deity. The result is often great confusion of names and identities. For 
instance, a long chain of textual witnesses over time result in the following 
equation: Ba'al-Hadad = Ba'al-Shamen (“of the heavens'’) = Zeus Helio = 
Heliopolitan Zeus. All these names, however, are reflexes of the great West 
Semitic high god Ba'al, “Lord of the Heavens/Sun” (the Greek equivalent 
of Ba'al with Zeus and hellos, “sun,” is transparent). Likewise Canaanite 
c Anat became Greek Athena, the warlike patron deity of Athens. And 
Canaanite-Israelite Asherah appears later as Greek Aphrodite and Roman 
Venus, the latter also goddesses of beauty, love, and sexual pleasure. The 
similarities are unequivocal: Asherah and Aphrodite are both connected to 
the sea, and doves are symbols of both. Aphrodite’s lover Adonis clearly 
preserves the earlier Phoenician-Hebrew word 9 addn, “Lord.” 

Of relevance for the female deities worshipped in ancient Israel, we 
should note the work of my teacher Frank Cross and several of his stu¬ 
dents. They have argued that the three great goddesses of Ugarit — 
Asherah, 'Anat, and Astarte — are all in effect “hypostatizations” of the 
cosmic Great Goddess of Canaan, all playing the same role but each per¬ 
haps venerated in a particular local manifestation, tradition, and cult. We 
could insist on choosing one — but should we? In Roman Catholic piety, 
especially among ordinary, unsophisticated worshippers we encounter 
many “Marys” — “Our Lady of Guadalupe”; “Our Lady of Lourdes”; etc. 
Are these different “Marys,” or one in many guises? 

Often folk religion may be universal and timeless; but it is always the 
here and now that matters. Thus women in ancient Israel were probably 
addressing their special concerns to the Great Mother of Canaan who lived 
on in the Iron Age, whether they knew her as “Asherah,” the “Queen of 
Heaven,” or “Ishtar,” or “Astarte.” I think that most conceived of her as a 
consort of the male deity Yahweh, but others may have seen her more as 
simply a personification of Yahweh’s more “feminine” attributes. 


Asherah and Women’s Cults 

The emphasis that I have placed thus far upon the role of the female deities 
in folk religion in ancient Israel — especially the principal goddess 
Asherah — may give a false impression. It could suggest that it was only 
the women who were “deviants”; the men were busy writing up the true 
religion in the Hebrew Bible. Yet the way I have interpreted the stories in 
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Jeremiah 7:16-20 and 44:15-19 should make it clear that I believe that men 
also participated in religious practices of which the canonical biblical writ¬ 
ers disapproved. In fact, I shall argue that folk religion as practiced by both 
sexes was precisely what is condemned in the Hebrew Bible. 

A list of proscribed activities would be long and complex, mostly de¬ 
rived from the Deuteronomistic and prophetic writings, but it could be 
summed up as follows. 

1. Frequenting local shrines (bamot) 

2. Setting up standing stones (massebot) 

3. Making of images of various deities 

4. Venerating the goddesses 

5. Burning incense 

6. Baking cakes for the “Queen of Heaven” 

7. Making vows 

8. “Weeping for Tam muz” 

9. Performing rituals having to do with childbirth and children 

10. Holding marzeah feasts 

11. Conducting funerary rites; “feeding the dead” 

12. Making pilgrimages to holy places and saints' festivals 

13. Engaging in various aspects of astral and solar worship 

14. Divining and “magic,” except by priests 

15. Sacrificing children (?) 

All these things, mostly discussed above, are condemned by the male 
writers of the Hebrew Bible as “idolatrous,” that is, non-Yahwistic. But 
their inclusion implies that the majority of people, not just an easily- 
ignored minority, were doing them — and, I would argue, principally do¬ 
ing them in a family context, where women played a highly significant role. 
(I have also argued that all this was part of “Yahwism,” at least until the 7th 
century b.c. attempts at reform.) After all, half the people in ancient Israel 
were female; and women reared the other half. While largely marginalized 
in public (and especially in the perspective of the biblical writers), women 
nevertheless had a major role in family and household life. There they were 
the primary custodians of the “religion of hearth and home,” the realities 
of which shaped ancient Israelite belief and practice far more than did the 
theology of the “official” cult and canonical Scripture. 

Several women have written recently on “women's cults” in ancient 
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Israel. But they are exceptional among biblical scholars, most of whom 
have been all too typical representatives of the male Establishment (in 
spite of the feminist movement's inroads; Chapter IX). Phyllis Bird, a 
Garrett Evangelical Theological Seminary professor, published a thought¬ 
ful essay in 1991 entitled “Israelite Religion and the Faith of Israel's Daugh¬ 
ters: Reflections on Gender and Religious Definition." Here she drew upon 
ethnographic parallels of women and religion in other pre-modern societ¬ 
ies. She showed how women may seem to be “invisible" in the literary tra¬ 
dition, yet they have their own unique religious practices that were “better 
suited to the general rhythms and the exigencies of their lives" (1991:115). 
As Bird concludes: 

The whole question of religious pluralism within a national Yahweh cult 
is just beginning to be explored in relation to evidence for Asherah as a 
symbol operating within Israelite Yahwism. Women's religion cannot be 
equated with goddess worship, but there is sufficient evidence to suggest 
that women's religion did represent a significantly differentiated form of 
religious expression within Yahwism, which must be studied along with 
other forms of pluralism in the religion of ancient Israel. To speak of the 
faith of Israel's daughters means at the very least to reexamine the 
boundaries of the religion we have reconstructed and to make room for 
more differentiated forms of piety than we have hitherto imagined — 
with attention given to hierarchies of power in a gender-differentiated 
system of roles and office (1991:107,108). 

Carol Meyers of Duke University, both a biblical scholar and an ex¬ 
perienced archaeologist, has also written on the roles of women in Israelite 
religion, especially in family life. In a series of publications (1988; 1991b; 
1997; 2000; 2002; 2003a; 2003b), she has laid out a more moderate agenda 
than some feminists. She argues that women had an unappreciated but sig¬ 
nificant and honored role in ancient Israelite religion, that “the mother's 
house" was at least as important as the much-discussed “house of the fa¬ 
ther" (or patriarch). Meyers thus defends the biblical writers against some 
current, extreme charges of “male chauvinism," pointing out that the writ¬ 
ers were products of their own time and social setting. 

Meyers' unique contribution is to illuminate the daily life of Israelite 
women, especially in their “informal social networks" in non-urban, rural 
communities, which she (like me here) thinks constituted at least 90 percent 

238 



Asherah , Womens Cults, and “Official Yahwism 


of the population. Yet even among feminists, “the varied, and often powerful 
informal, extra-domestic connections formed by women have gone largely 
unnoticed” (20033:187). On the other hand, women and men participated 
jointly in many household tasks, so the rigid “private vs. public” dichotomy 
of many scholars is unrealistic and unproductive in understanding the real 
dynamics of ancient family life (here I have some misgivings). And, in spite 
of the larger framework of a patriarchal society, women were not as power¬ 
less as some doctrinaire feminists have argued, not always “victims.” 

Meyers, like Bird, also uses socio-anthropological theory and ethno¬ 
graphic fieldwork to show that “another significant aspect of informal 
womens networks in Israelite villages was undoubtedly their role in reli¬ 
gious or ritual activities” (20033:199). Many of these “life-cycle” rituals 
would have had to do with female biological processes, so “groups of vil¬ 
lage women probably developed traditions of sacral behaviors for which 
they, not the men, were experts” (20033:199). Among womens roles would 
have been presiding over family shrines and feasts, maintaining tombs of 
ancestors, making vows, and the like. Meyers does not provide much of the 
archaeological data that would support her scenario, although she could 
(as in 2003b). 

One of Meyers' latest articles, “From Household to House of 
Yahweh: Women's Religious Culture in Ancient Israel” (2002), is a mature, 
philosophical reflection on feminist concerns that balances an apprecia¬ 
tion of the biblical texts, modern sociological studies, and archaeology's 
unique contribution better than any I know (the bibliography is superb). 
And unlike most other scholars on our subject, male or female, Meyers 
takes the inquiry into post-biblical Judaism and the continuation of the 
“magical rituals” that were an essential part of Israelite religion. 

I disagree with Meyers on only one major point throughout her 
work, namely her contention that “the artifacts of Israelites sites are silent 
about who used them” (2002:297). If they actually were, this book could 
never have been written. 


Archaeological Correlates of Women's Cults 

If we look for “archaeological correlates” for the features of the women's 
(and folk) cults mentioned above, we encounter varying degrees of suc¬ 
cess. (1) I have already explored the nature, paraphernalia, and rituals of 
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the characteristic bamot , or local shrines, citing the archaeological evi¬ 
dence. Not much more can be said, except that at these shrines there is no 
reason to believe that men dominated — or the contrary. The prayer, vows, 
sacrifices, and rituals had to do not with “correct theology,” but rather with 
the harsh everyday realities of family life. Here, womens voices were surely 
heard and respected. And since these were rural shrines, not official tem¬ 
ples, women had unhindered access. 

(2) Standing stones (massebot), treated above, were usually found at 
local shrines, and there they must have been familiar, palpable symbols of 
the presence of the gods and goddesses. Inasmuch as they were rural mani¬ 
festations of the deities — far removed from the Jerusalem Temple and its 
oppressive clergy (at least late in the Monarchy) — women would have felt 
at home with them. And if, as in the Arad sanctuary, these standing stones 
were paired, and one of them represented Asherah, women would have 
resonated particularly with that. 

(3) The making of images, condemned in the Hebrew Bible, was 
very much an aspect of rural shrines (see the mold for making them at 
Ta'anach; above), and even more so of domestic production. Fabrication 
of the typical female Asherah terra-cotta figurines required no technol¬ 
ogy, only a mold and clay. And their frequent occurrence in all sorts of 
household contexts shows that virtually every woman had one (or 
more). They were probably prominent furnishings at family shrines. 
Some became family heirlooms and were buried with the deceased, as if 
to prolong Asherah’s blessings into whatever afterlife might have been 
envisioned. 

(4) I have already discussed in some detail the role that Asherah 
played in family cults and folk religion. The hundreds of female figurines 
associated with her, and the various iconographic images of the goddesses 
in general, are proof that women were acutely aware of and responded to 
the “female aspects of deity,” even if they were conceived as somehow asso¬ 
ciated with Yahweh the male deity. 

(5) “Burning incense” poses a problem, because it appears to be an 
authentic practice of Israelite religion from the beginning (above). Yet 
again and again, the Deuteronomistic writers and the prophets condemn 
this practice. Why? The answer is apparently that “burning incense” is usu¬ 
ally taken to mean (1) making an incense offering at high places, bamot , as¬ 
sociated with abhorrent “Canaanite” practices; and (2) doing so to gods 
other than Yahweh. The most recent and most comprehensive study of the 
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archaeological evidence for burning incense (on the four-horned altars; 
above) is that of Seymour Gitin (2002). Gitin concludes that it was a part 
of both official and folk religion, especially by the 7th/6th century b.c. — 
the period from which most of the biblical texts stem. But if incense offer¬ 
ings were commonly made at home, then women would have presided 
over them as informal, ad hoc “priests.” 

(6) "Baking cakes for the Queen of Heaven.” I have discussed this 
fully above, including the suggestion that some of the female figurines may 
provide archaeological evidence of such a practice. I can only add here the 
fact that in Mesopotamia this custom is confined to women's cults (not 
surprisingly). In Israel, we have not found the molds for making such 
cakes; but if they were made of wood, the molds would not have survived 
in the archaeological record. Nevertheless, the task of baking was gender- 
specific, and typical only of women. 

(7) "Making vows” is essentially verbal, so the only archaeological ev¬ 
idence we might expect to find for it would be the votive objects offered to 
concretize the vow. I have discussed these above, but admittedly the evi¬ 
dence is scant. Nevertheless, van der Toorn (1994) and Berlinerblau (1996), 
among others, have pointed out that vows were a characteristic part of 
women's cults (and, I would add, of men's cults, too). 

(8) "Weeping for Tam muz,” another verbal expression, would be at¬ 
tested archaeologically only by the iconographic data presented above. But 
here again, this would have been overwhelmingly a woman's activity, in 
sympathy with the mourning of dead Tam muz's lover, Ishtar. 

(9) We have little direct archaeological evidence for various rituals 
that we might call "rites of passage.” These rites — family rituals, of course, 
and certainly "religious” — would have celebrated such life-cycle events as 
conception; birth; lactation; circumcision; passage to adolescence; be¬ 
trothal; marriage; childbirth; health, welfare, and prosperity; the onset of 
senescence; death; and burial. The female figurines, however, would almost 
certainly have had to do with women's prayers to conceive, bear a child 
safely, and be able to nurse the baby through infancy. They would also have 
been appealed to in order to secure the deity's general blessings of plenty. 
For circumcision, however, we have no material evidence (what would the 
archaeologist look for — flint blades with shreds of dried foreskin?). 

(10-11) Since the discovery of the Canaanite mythological texts from 
Ugarit in Syria in the 1920s, scholars have been able to reconstruct the out¬ 
lines of a feast known as the marzeah . Many scholars believe that this was a 
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banquet for the dead, shared with their lingering spirits. These feasts in 
Canaan tend to be associated with a particular deity; they involve a meal 
with cultic rites; and they often feature overeating and drunkenness. They 
invoke the dead — called in the texts the "Rephaim,” those who reside in 
the underworld — who are summoned to take part, and who must still be 
provided for. 

The textual evidence for the marzeah is, however, ambiguous, so to 
what degree there was an actual a cult of the dead” in Canaanite religion re¬ 
mains uncertain. One other rite, long taken for granted, was "feeding the 
dead ” This was based on the idea of the French excavators at Ugarit that 
"tubes” led from the surface down into the underground burial chambers 
at Ugarit though which "libation offerings” could be made. But lately this 
has been questioned, and these vents may have served some other purpose. 
Several scholars have thus done an about-face on this subject (cf. Lewis 
1989 : 97 > 98 ). 

The term marzeah appears only twice in the Hebrew Bible. In Amos 
6:7 it has been translated to refer to "those who stretch themselves” (RSV), 
based on some etymologies of the term that seem to refer to "drunken 
sprawlers.” Here Amos is castigating those sluggards who lie idly about, 
gorging themselves while Israelite society is going to ruin. These callous 
revelers will be "the first of those who go into exile.” Two points must be 
made: (1) There is nothing to suggest any connection with funerary cults 
here; and (2) the scene is not about drunkenness (which was tolerated by 
the biblical writers at certain feasts), but about the complacency and pride 
of the upper classes. 

The other text that has been discussed in this connection is Jere¬ 
miah 16:5-9. This passage does have to do specifically with various rites 
for the dead, in that Jeremiah is forbidden by Yahweh to perform any of 
them in mourning for the soon-to-be-destroyed kingdom of Judah. They 
include going to the "house of mourning”; sitting with those assembled 
"breaking bread” with the grieving; sharing wine with relatives of the de¬ 
ceased; and even cutting one's flesh and pulling out one's hair. That may 
sound like the Canaanite marzeah; but it also sounds a bit like an Irish 
wake. The fact is that such mourning rituals in general are deeply rooted 
in human nature and are found in nearly all cultures ancient and mod¬ 
ern. The underlying issue is really what such "mourning feasts,” which 
undoubtedly did take place in folk religion in ancient Israel, would have 
meant. 
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In the Hebrew Bible there is only a hint of belief in an “afterlife” in 
the notion of “Sheol” in some late texts, the underground world where de¬ 
parted spirits go (Proverbs 9:18). The dead are sometimes called * elohim, 
“the gods,” as though the deceased were now with the gods somewhere. 
But there is no doctrine of a “bodily resurrection,” which appears only in 
some sects of later Judaism (among them the Pharisees of Jesus' day). Even 
the notion of “the immortality of the soul” (a Greek idea) is very late, seen 
only vaguely in the reference in Daniel 12:3 to those departed righteous 
ones who shall shine forever in the heavens “like stars” (probably written 
in the 2nd century b.c.). For the most part, the dead “sleep”; to quote Dan¬ 
iel again (12:2), we pray for all those “who sleep in the dust of the earth” 
(although here it is hoped that they will “awake”). 

Israelite and Judean burial customs in the light of the archaeological 
evidence have been explored only recently, as in Elizabeth Bloch-Smith's 
comprehensive Judahite Burial Practices and Beliefs about the Dead (1992). 
She surveys the textual evidence thoroughly, which indicates, as we should 
expect, that death played a prominent role in life, and thus in the cult. (In 
the ancient world, the modern notion of the separation of the “sacred” and 
the “secular,” so that one had the option of choosing, was inconceivable.) 
Bloch-Smith then turns to the archaeological data, which she surveys so 
well that there is no need to repeat her discussion here. 

Everyday religious activities may leave little trace in the archaeologi¬ 
cal record. But rituals pertaining to death fortunately (for us) may leave 
considerable evidence, since tombs generally preserve many more intact 
objects than badly disturbed and frequently destroyed domestic deposits. 
Some of the items that Bloch-Smith discusses, which we have also treated 
here, found in underground “bench-tombs,” are: 

Ceramic vessels (mostly ordinary domestic) 

Jewelry 

Amulets, “gaming pieces” 

“Model” household furnishings 

Clay “rattles” 

Various personal items, reminiscent of life 

Tools 

Food remains 

Female figurines (although rare) 

Zoomorphic figurines (mostly horses) 
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In addition to these contents, some “royal” rock-cut tombs in Jerusa¬ 
lem have aboveground markers or monumental architectural elements. A 
very few tombs have produced Hebrew inscriptions. One in Jerusalem ap¬ 
pears to be that of one “Shebnah ,” the 8th-century b.c. royal steward men¬ 
tioned in Isaiah 22:15-25. The tomb is still visible today. The inscription 
reads: 


This is the tomb of (Shebni-) Yahu, 
who is “over the house” There 
is no silver or gold, only his 
bones and the bones of his slave-wife 
with him. Cursed be the person 

who opens this tomb. (quoted in Bloch-Smith 1992:210). 

My contemporary Kh. el-Q6m tomb inscription discussed above is one of 
the few clear examples we have of a complete Hebrew tomb inscription, 
and it is a prayer for blessings upon the deceased. 

That various rites pertaining to death and burial were an integral 
part of family religious rituals needs no explanation. And just as women 
were the primary caregivers in life, so were they in death. “Skilled female 
mourners” are mentioned in Jeremiah 9:17. Men also mourned; but 
women needed to do something, and their actions are clear in tomb offer¬ 
ings. Overall, the objects found in Israelite and Judean tombs imply that 
the dead were remembered, honored, seen as still present “spiritually,” and 
(to judge from biblical texts) invoked as diviners. The “shades” or spirits 
(“Rephaim,” healers) lingered on, and the family tombs where they were 
interred were reused and visited frequently for generations. One of the 
most conspicuous archaeological proofs for the biblical concept of death 
as being “gathered unto the fathers” (Genesis 25:8; 35:29; Numbers 20:24; 
Judges 2:10) is the typical repository found under one of the tomb benches. 
Here the bones of many previous burials were collected before a new body 
was placed on the bench. 

The “fit” between the textual and artifactual witnesses at this point 
is so close that only one question remains. Why do the biblical writers 
seem to prohibit such rites as “feeding the dead”? In fact, they do not re¬ 
ject this practice generally, only when food first offered as a sacrifice, a 
“tithe,” is involved (Deuteronomy 26:14); when divination was being 
practiced (Deuteronomy 18:10, 11; Leviticus 20:6, 27); or when “purity” 
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laws were in danger of being violated (such as that about touching a 
corpse; Numbers 19:11, 16). 

(12) Visiting the graves of those presumed to be “saints,” as well as 
making more extensive trips to “pilgrimage sites,” would have been a part 
of family cults, as in all ancient religions. Tombs in general were venerated 
(above), the tombs of “holy men” particularly so. That is still true in Mus¬ 
lim folk religion in the Middle East today, where it is almost exclusively vil¬ 
lage women who visit the w£lis or tombs of saints that dot the countryside. 
In many cases, the “saint” who is said to be buried there is anonymous, un¬ 
known, or even fictional; but that doesn't seem to matter. What does mat¬ 
ter are the act of piety itself; the prayers and vows solemnized there; and, 
above all, the “women's networks” that Carol Meyers has described so per¬ 
ceptively (above). 

Both Meyers and Phyllis Bird have drawn on ethnographic case stud¬ 
ies of women's cults in the modern world in the Middle East, as has my 
colleague Ann Betteridge at the University of Arizona. All three scholars 
document the same phenomenon. Non-literate, “non-orthodox,” exclu¬ 
sively women's groups and activities give expression to religious concerns 
that are unique to women — especially largely illiterate women, who are 
the modern counterparts of most women in ancient Israel. Muslim 
women, shut out of formal worship under the supervision of the gadis and 
imams, unable to read the Quran for themselves, have found “alternate” 
ways to lead what are for them religious, deeply pious lives. 

Typically, small groups of village and rural women will get together 
informally and irregularly, prepare food, take their children, and visit a lo¬ 
cal weliy a traditional tomb of a holy man or saint (perhaps a woman, real 
or fictitious). There, far away from the watchful eyes of the men and free 
from the restrictions of ordinary daily life, women spend the day eating 
and drinking, enjoying each other's company, playing with the boisterous 
children, and often performing on drums or flutes, singing, and dancing. 
These are spontaneous, joyful, liberating occasions. And while they may 
appear to Westerners to be simply family picnics, for the Muslim women 
they are authentic expressions of their religious needs and aspirations, ig¬ 
nored or denied by the men, especially by the Muslim clerics and by “offi¬ 
cial” Islam. But who is the “better” Muslim? 

I have seen such women's cults myself, among the Sephardic (Orien¬ 
tal) women in Israel. Before the shooting had stopped in Jerusalem in the 
1967 war, hordes of pious Jewish women from West Jerusalem were defying 
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Israeli soldiers in a desperate attempt to get to “Rachel's Tomb" near Beth¬ 
lehem in the Jordanian sector, off-limits to Jews since 1948. The Muslim 
wili there does not antedate the medieval period; cannot possibly have 
anything to do with biblical Rachels burial place (Genesis 35:19,20), real or 
imagined; and in all likelihood is the tomb of a Muslim saint. Nevertheless, 
orthodox Jewish women wanted to go there to address their prayers for ba¬ 
bies to Rachel, who died in childbirth. And it worked! About nine months 
later, the Jerusalem Post reported a sudden rise in the birth rate. Of course, 
what “really” happened was that the elated women, having risked their 
lives to pray at Rachel's tomb and having survived, returned home and 
communicated their excitement to their bemused husbands. And nature 
took its course, as always. “Superstition,” or “real” religion? (See further 
below.) 

Archaeological confirmation of monumental burial shrines would 
not be expected to survive, as underground tombs do, because they are ex¬ 
posed and vulnerable to many destructive processes. The Muslim welis dis¬ 
cussed above are all very late, despite their “biblical” associations (the 
“Tomb of Rachel” near Bethlehem; the “Tomb of Joseph” near Nablus; the 
“Tombs of the Patriarchs” at Hebron; and many other holy places). It can 
be stated categorically that none of these Jewish or Muslim “holy places” is 
authentic. They are all late. 

On the other hand, we do have archaeological evidence for at least 
one “possible pilgrim site” (excluding Jerusalem and the textual evidence 
for annual pilgrimages there, since these are presently unattested archaeo- 
logically, and will likely remain so). Near the spring of 'Ain el-Qudeirat in 
the eastern Sinai desert is a small oasis mound that today is identified with 
biblical Kadesh-barnea. Here the Israelites were said to have been confined 
for some 40 years as a result of their disobedience in the Sinai wilderness 
(Numbers 13,14). The site was excavated in the 1950s and again in 1972- 
1982 by Israeli archaeologists. The three superimposed forts date from the 
ioth-6th century b.c. and resemble some other Negev-Sinai forts with 
their corner towers. Nothing earlier than the 10th century b.c. has been 
found at the site, however, or indeed anywhere in the general area, despite 
several intensive surveys. There is no evidence of “domestic” occupation, 
at the forts, only the presence of a small garrison force. The latest fortress 
produced among other things an offering stand and fragments of a 
zoomorphic figurine. 

While the absence of any archaeological evidence earlier than the 
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10th century b.c. poses a problem for the conventional date of an “exodus” 
in the 13th century b.c., the overall picture of occupation would support 
the suggestion that Kadesh-barnea became a “pilgrim site” much later. 
Thus Israelites and Judeans may have frequented this outpost on the bor¬ 
der of Sinai at a time when the “Sinai-covenant” traditions now enshrined 
in the Pentateuch were taking shape (8th-7th centuries b.c.). 

(13-15) Solar and astral worship, magic, and child sacrifice have been 
discussed above. The archaeological evidence for the first is principally 
iconographic, consisting of seals, but offering stands like the one from 
Ta'anach and the representations on some of the naoi are also illuminat¬ 
ing. The use of magic is indicated by many amulets, astragali, and the like. 
Child sacrifice in Israel may have occurred, but if so it has left no archaeo¬ 
logical traces (as it has at Phoenician sites like Carthage). 


Other Ethnographic Parallels 

A recent ethnographic study by the Israeli anthropologist and sociologist 
Susan Sered, Women as Ritual Experts: The Religious Lives of Elderly Jewish 
Women in Jerusalem (1992), takes the above ad hoc observations on 
womens cults much further. And in so doing I think that Sered provides us 
with a remarkable window through which to view the religious lives of 
women and their families in ancient Israel. 

The Oriental women (mostly Kurdish and Yemenite immigrants) 
Sered interviewed extensively come from impoverished lower classes of so¬ 
ciety. They are largely marginalized in modern Israeli secular society (al¬ 
though they were not in their original homeland), living still in close-knit 
ethnic communities. They are further isolated by being almost entirely il¬ 
literate. Many are widows, or have husbands who are estranged; but they 
fall back upon a large family made up of children, grandchildren, and 
other blood relatives. That is their “world.” 

The women demonstrate allegiance to the State of Israel as they un¬ 
derstand the concept, and they are charitable to any individual soldier they 
may meet. But the larger world of Israeli politics and public life is foreign 
to them, nor do they show any interest in it. Their “patriotism” consists of 
seeing themselves as the link between generations of past, present, and yet 
unborn. They fulfill this role by being the “custodians of traditional val¬ 
ues.” And it is in their seemingly simple and impoverished daily lives that 
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these women act out the rituals at which they are the experts, and which 
constitutes their piety. 

Sered proposes to investigate this community from within, combin¬ 
ing the skills of a trained ethnographer with the empathy that I argue here 
is essential to the study of religious practice. She begins with an indict¬ 
ment of previous male-dominated scholarship in which women were 
treated more as objects than as subjects. She quotes Judith Bashkin, who 
observes that “Rabbinic Judaism was produced within a patriarchal society 
by a group of sages who imagined a man's world, with men at its center" 
(Sered 1992:138). Sered's aim is rather to let her pious Jewish women speak 
for themselves, and in so doing “to challenge preconceptions of such con¬ 
cepts as the sacred, the holy, and human spirituality" (1992:3). 

I discovered Sered's book through women colleagues (Carol Meyers 
and Beth Nakhai) after my book was in manuscript. But Sered's agenda for 
reinvestigating modern religion is astonishingly similar to my own for re¬ 
considering ancient Israelite religion. She focuses on a “domestic piety" 
(1992:26-33; 90-102) that flourishes in spite of a patriarchal society and a 
literary tradition that shrines “normative religion." She compares the dif¬ 
fering meanings of religiosity and morality in men's and women's concep¬ 
tual worlds. Men's mitzvot (commandments) consist of going to syna¬ 
gogue; study and observance of the Torah; prayer and mystic reflection — 
all literate exercises. Women's mitzvot , on the other hand, consists of keep¬ 
ing a traditional home; preparing food for the Sabbath and all the holi¬ 
days; maintaining right relations within the nuclear and larger families; 
prayers and vows for health, healing, and good fortune for one's own; 
charitable deeds (alms-giving); preserving songs, stories, and miracles; re¬ 
vering the saints and visiting their tombs; remembering the honored dead. 
This is “domestic religion " routinely ignored or depreciated by the men, in 
which women nevertheless have become recognized and accepted as “rit¬ 
ual experts." 

Sered makes an eloquent case that the largely androcentric academic 
study of religion previously has been “ethnocentrism at its worst." The ten¬ 
dency has been to regard the motivations and activities of men's piety as 
“more noble, beautiful, important, true"; those of women as deficient, 
even debased. But Sered declares that “there is no reason to assume that 
the experience of the holy is any more immediate to a rabbi in a yeshiva 
than to a woman lighting candles to protect her family" (1992:33). That is 
precisely the thesis of this book regarding piety in ancient Israel. Biblical 
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scholarship, similarly androcentric, has served to legitimate and “spiritual¬ 
ize" the religion of the men who wrote the Hebrew Bible (belief), while ig¬ 
noring or trivializing the religion of women (largely practice). I hope to re¬ 
dress the balance by restoring ancient folk religion to a position of respect, 
for the benefit of women and men. 

Several of the rituals peculiar to Sered's Kurdish Jewish women in¬ 
formants are relevant for our inquiry here into ancient Israelite religion, 
similarly focused as it was on family life, especially in rural areas. These 
women's rites may seem simple, but they are relatively complex, almost ob¬ 
scure to the outsider. (1) First is the elaborate preparation of family meals, 
especially for Shabbat — “cooking as caring," thus both a moral obligation 
and a deeply pious act. (2) Next is informal “networking" with other 
women, their children, and relatives in the extended family, again not 
merely “socializing," but reaffirming traditional family values of solidarity. 
(3) Many rituals have to do with belief in miracles, the practical acknowl¬ 
edgment that “everything is in God's hands": conception, birth, health and 
welfare, material blessings. Thus women have their own formulae for 
warding off the “Evil Eye," based of course, not on Scripture but on folk 
wisdom, on their own actual daily experiences. Religion as “magic"? Of 
course; and why not? (4) In addition to many rituals to stay in contact with 
God (women's “spirituality"), these women constantly utter their own in¬ 
tuitive prayers and make frequent vows, not those of the liturgy of Torah 
and synagogue, which they cannot read or understand. For instance, when 
they light candles on Friday night, most do not know enough Hebrew even 
to recite the traditional blessing. Nor do they consult the men or the rab¬ 
bis: they typically say “we know what to do." (Note the stress on doing; as I 
have argued, men want to theorize, while women need to do something 
about religion.) As Sered points out, women's prayers and vows are often 
expressed more in “body language" than verbally. For example, in syna¬ 
gogue (when women go at all, only men are required to do so) the men will 
be studying the Torah, heads bowed. But when the Torah scroll is held up 
ceremoniously, the women will kiss it, raise their eyes heavenward, and 
make a silent wish. (5) Finally, regular pilgrimages to saints' tombs and fes¬ 
tivals held there are, just as I noted above, very important, for women of 
many religious traditions. Again, the men may recite Scripture, but the 
women (and children) gather separately to kiss the monument, sing tradi¬ 
tional songs, and utter their own prayers (mostly for miracles). On other 
occasions, groups of women and children may go alone, take along elabo- 
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rate picnics, sit on the ground all day watching the children and exchang¬ 
ing stories from their own lives (often miracles again), and sometimes 
singing, clapping, and dancing around boisterously, uninhibited by the 
presence of males and their restrictions. 

The above are not “secular” activities at all, nor are they merely “su¬ 
perstitious.” They are deeply religious rituals , part of a “little tradition” that 
is as legitimate, truly moral and ethical, as the “great tradition” of Torah 
Judaism. Sered quotes Clifford Geertz (1969) approvingly: 

It is not necessary to be theologically self-conscious to be religiously so¬ 
phisticated . . . the disquieting sense that one's moral insight is inade¬ 
quate to ones moral experience is as alive on the level of so-called 
“primitive” religion as it is on that of the so-called “civilized” (Geertz 
1969:22; quoted in Sered 1992:49). 

In short, juxtaposing “morality” and “magic” is a false dichotomy, 
just as that of “belief” vs. “practice” or “theology vs. cult” is. Ancient Israel¬ 
ite religion, at its best , combined both piety and morality, in balance, even 
through as an archaeologist I have given more emphasis to the latter, where 
I simply have more evidence. 

It may seem that Sered is (and that I am) suggesting that women's pi¬ 
ety — their “spirituality”— consists of “warm and fuzzy feelings”; devoid 
of any moral content beyond the concern for the welfare of family. But that 
is their whole world, and right relations in that sphere is all that these 
women are responsible for, not the moral dilemmas of public life. Indeed, 
they see family rituals and charity within their small circle as moral action. 
These are their mitzvot (commandments). They even regard themselves as 
morally superior to the men, who spend too much time with their noses 
stuck in the Torah and are oblivious to their families' needs. Their cultic 
implements are kitchen utensils and candles; and their moral imperatives 
are to use them to bless and safeguard their loved ones. 

Note, however, that many of Sered's women's rituals, if typical of an¬ 
cient Israelite religion, will have left few traces in what we call the archaeo¬ 
logical record, as I suggested above. Certainly not body language, vernacu¬ 
lar prayers, folk tales, alms-giving, lighting candles (but we do have 
lamps), or even visits to saints' tombs. Yet I would argue strongly that all 
these and many other related rites — mostly in the hands of women as 
“ritual experts” — characterized the largely domestic religion of ancient 


250 



Asherah , Womens Cults, and “Official Yahwism 


Israel. As the artifactual record comes to be read imaginatively and sympa¬ 
thetically alongside the textual record in the Hebrew Bible, our portrait of 
the real religions of ancient Israel will change dramatically. There is rele¬ 
vant archaeological information on folk religion; it just hasn't been ade¬ 
quately exploited. 

I have taken Sered's modern Jewish women and their distinctive ex¬ 
pressions of piety as a “case study" that may powerfully illuminate ancient 
Israelite women and their piety, equally distinctive, I believe. Certainly the 
parallels between the two communities are indisputable. Both groups of 
women were poor; illiterate; largely marginalized and disenfranchised; 
second-class citizens in a patriarchal society. Their religious beliefs and 
practices are clearly shaped to a great degree by this social context — thus 
the “little tradition” that they create. The comparison I made above may 
seem to suggest that women and their religious traditions are not only le¬ 
gitimate but superior to those of men and their “great tradition.” But one 
qualification is essential: most men in ancient Israel were in the same boat 
as virtually all women. The folk religion, or “popular religion,” that we are 
trying to reconstruct here, despite its major emphasis on women's cults 
and their role in family rituals, was the religion of nearly all men as well At 
least it was for all except the fraction of 1 percent of men who happened to 
have written the Bible. They were “folk,” too. 

If all of the above aspects of religious activity would tend to be part 
of family cults y where by all counts women played a significant if not domi¬ 
nant role, then Asherah, their patroness, was palpably present. Yahweh, the 
male deity, was far off in the distant heavens — a warlike god, often angry 
and vengeful, and even at best not very approachable. Perhaps the men 
who wrote the Bible could describe Yahweh as “God the Father who will 
help you,” who will give you “blessings of the breasts and of the womb” 
(Genesis 49:25). But the women who had the breasts and the wombs often 
found it easier to identify with the Mother. (Perhaps the deities were, after 
all, a pair, so that a choice wasn't always necessary.) 
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From Polytheism to Monotheism 


Throughout this survey of folk religion in ancient Israel, I have focused 
implicitly on polytheism, because that was the reality in the religious lives 
of most people. This focus may seem to suggest that polytheism was 
“better,” that is, more realistic, and that monotheism was somehow infe¬ 
rior, perhaps even artificial. All I have really said, however, is that the devel¬ 
opment of monotheism came very late in the monarchy, if not later still af¬ 
ter ancient Israel's history was over. Yahwistic monotheism was the ideal of 
most of the orthodox, nationalist parties who wrote and edited the He¬ 
brew Bible, but for the majority it had not been the reality throughout 
most of ancient Israel's history. Let us start at the beginning of the process 
that eventually resulted in monotheism. 


“Patriarchal” Religion in Canaan: 

El and “the God of the Fathers” 

I have faulted the biblical writers for their “revisionist” history of ancient 
Israel, but I have also credited them with observing and duly recording 
many aspects of folk religion despite their obvious disapproval and even 
disgust. They could be fairly good historians when they chose to be — at 
least when judged by the standards of their own day. Thus there is a kind of 
grudging “matter-of-factness” about many of the biblical stories. 

One aspect of this realism is the candid way in which biblical writers 
talk about the prehistory of Israel in Canaan, their a Patriarchal Age.” Abra- 


252 



From Polytheism to Monotheism 


ham, Isaac, and Jacob, the “fathers” of later Israel, all lived out their lives in 
Canaan long before Israelite times. After stories about the creation, the 
flood, and the genealogies, the Bible's narrative of Yahweh's people and 
their destiny begins in Genesis 12 with the migration of Abraham “the He¬ 
brew” from Mesopotamia to the Land of Canaan. (The word “Hebrew” 
comes from the verbal root ' dvar ; “to cross over”) The biblical writers had 
no fixed chronology, although their “dead reckoning” would place Abra¬ 
ham somewhere around 2100 b.c. and the Exodus about 1450 b.c. (cf. Gen¬ 
esis 47:9; Exodus 12:40; I Kings 11:42; etc.). Today we know that “Israel” ap¬ 
peared in Canaan ca. 1200 b.c. and that the “Patriarchal era” (if historical) 
would have to be dated somewhere in the early-mid 2nd millennium b.c. 

Archaeologists have always regarded the Middle-Late Bronze Age in 
Syria-Palestine, ca. 2000-1200 b.c., as the period when Canaanite culture 
flourished. When our discipline began in the early 20th century and was 
conceived of as “biblical archaeology,” it naturally took its nomenclature 
from biblical terminology. Archaeology initially adopted the perspective of 
the biblical writers, who saw the Canaanites as the predecessors of Israel in 
the land, and some archaeologists even took up the biblical writers' hostile 
rhetoric. Thus in the earlier literature biblical scholars and some archaeolo¬ 
gists assumed that while the religion of Israel was “morally uplifting,” the 
religions of Canaan were “decadent.” Old-fashioned “biblical archaeology” 
is long since dead, however, and the modern secular discipline has repudi¬ 
ated biblical biases of 25 years ago. Archaeologists now use the ethnic label 
“Canaanite” in a neutral, purely descriptive sense. And we do so not because 
of the occurrence of the term in biblical polemics, but because we now have 
extra-biblical references to “Canaanites” at least as early as 1500 b.c. and 
possibly even earlier. “Canaan” as a geographical term refers to what some 
are now calling the “Southern Levant” — approximately the areas of mod¬ 
ern Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, the West Bank, Israel, and Gaza. Ethnically, that 
is, culturally, the term “Canaanite” designates closely related, indigenous 
West Semitic peoples living in these regions. They would be, in our periods, 
Canaanites and Amorites; Israelites; Phoenicians; Aramaeans; and various 
peoples of Transjordan such as Ammonites, Moabites, and Edomites. 

In the last decade or so, however, the terms “Canaan” and “Canaan¬ 
ite” have come under concerted attack, not only from radical “revisionists,” 
but also from mainstream biblical and ancient Near Eastern scholars. One 
of the “revisionists,” Niels Peter Lemche of Copenhagen University, in his 
book The Canaanites and Their Land: The Tradition of the Canaanites 
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Bronze seated figure of El; 
Megiddo Str. IX-VII, 
ca. 13 cent. b.c. 

Negbi 1976, Fig. 132 


(1991), argues that the biblical writers “invented” the Canaanites. As he 
puts it: “The Canaanites of the ancient Near East did not know that they 
were themselves Canaanites” (1991:152). But Lemche knows that they were 
not! Deliberately excluding “mute archaeological remains” (1991:172), 
Lemche concludes that “The Canaanites of the Old Testament are not his¬ 
torical persons but actors in a ‘play* in which the Israelites got the better, or 
the hero's part” (1991:155). Furthermore, of the Canaanite deities, “no such 
'gods of Canaan' ever existed” (1991:171). 

Lemche is the most extreme of recent scholars, many of whom in 
“revisionist” circles are really nihilists, as I have shown at some length 
(Dever 2001). Many others, however, while more mainstream, like Mark 
Smith whose Early History of God I discuss here, nevertheless recommend 
abandoning the term “Canaanite,” since it is a modern “scholarly con¬ 
struct” In particular, it is problematic as a description of the West Semitic 
languages of the area (such as at Ugarit; Smith 2002b:2i, 22). Smith and 
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others do note that the term can be and has been used instead as a descrip¬ 
tion of culture. But they do not seem to be aware that this archaeological 
usage is well documented and easily defended. The perplexity of 
philologians and linguists about how to classify languages is their problem. 
We archaeologists deal with cultures. 

Lemche's views are nothing but currently faddish “political correct¬ 
ness” (“race” is bad). The objections of many other biblical scholars are 
worth considering, but they tend to be myopic. Distinguished ancient 
Near Eastern linguists and historians such as Anson Rainey, Nadav 
Na’aman, and Dennis Pardee favor retaining the term “Canaanite.” So do I, 
especially since labels are necessary for any kind of classification and com¬ 
parative discussions. And for the second millennium b.c. we have none 
that is better attested geographically, historically, and culturally. 

Whatever the linguistic limitations of the term “Canaanite,” the cul¬ 
ture of the region of Canaan itself in the mid-late 2nd millennium b.c. is best 
illuminated textually by the hundreds of alphabetic cuneiform tablets exca¬ 
vated at Ugarit on the north coast of Syria since the late 1920s. Many of them 
are mythological texts that tell stories of the gods and goddesses, their loves 
and wars. The interpretation of these texts has revolutionized biblical studies 
because, while several hundred years earlier, they dramatically illuminate the 
common West Semitic Bronze Age world from which Israel evolved in the 
Iron Age. Fortunately, the bulk of these texts have been made available in En¬ 
glish translations with excellent commentaries (see Bibliography). 

A recent work by one of the foremost Ugaritic scholars is Dennis 
Pardee's Ritual and Cult at Ugarit (2002), which deals specifically with reli¬ 
gion, although the author cautions that the texts here are nearly all con¬ 
cerned with the royal cults, not folk religion. In that sense, they are the “ca¬ 
nonical” texts of official religion, very much as the later Hebrew Bible is. 
Nevertheless, they are instructive. The list of Canaanite deities in Pardee's 
corpus, fleshed out with other texts, runs to more than 150. Some of their 
deities are familiar from their reappearance in the Hebrew Bible and in 
other later texts: 

El (the “god”) 

Ba'al (“Lord” of the heavens; also “Hadad”) 

Dagan (a grain deity) 

Yamm (Sea) 

Mot (Death) 
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Shapsh (Sun; feminine) 

Yarih (Moon, feminine) 

Resheph (underworld deity) 

Asherah (“Lady” of the sea) 

Astarte (androgynous deity) 

Anat (“virgin,” warrior) 

As Pardee notes, it becomes clear in the texts that reflect the daily re¬ 
ligious practice of the court, where the king himself was the principal ac¬ 
tor, that “bloody sacrifice, that is, the slaying of a sacrificial animal, is at the 
very heart of the Ugaritic cult” (2002:3). The principal animals sacrificed 
are bulls and cows; sheep; goats; and birds. The sacrificial rituals described 
in the texts pertain to many concerns, among them: 

Marking the days, months, and seasons 
Propitiation 

General petitions for healing, well-being 
The interpretations of dreams 
Divination 

Incantations for good luck 
Incantations against the “evil eye” 

Rituals for malformed animal fetuses 
Mortuary rituals 

There is even a sacrifice and a ritual to ward off male impotency (the 
foreruner of Viagra). 

Another recent major study of religion at Ugarit is J. David SchloeiVs 
Harvard dissertation, published as The House of the Father as Fact and 
Symbol: Patrimonialism in Ugarit and the Ancient Near East (2001). 
Schloen stresses how important families and clans were in Ugaritic society 
at all levels, including the royal bureaucracy. Thus he proposes a “patrimo¬ 
nial household model” for the cult, understanding the structure of the 
pantheon in the mythological texts as a “divine family” of many hierarchi¬ 
cally ordered gods, often functioning through a “divine council” (cf. also 
Handy 1994). 

The point of departure for Mark Smith, whose works (2002a; 2002b) 
are prominent in our discussions here, is also the corpus of Ugaritic texts, 
of which he is a leading interpreter, especially with regard to parallels with 
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the Hebrew Bible and Israelite religion. In a recent state-of-the-art essay 
(2002b) Smith surveys much of the literature and notes future trends that 
he thinks will prove significant. In general, he follows Schloen and con¬ 
cludes that such studies will reinforce the notion that “polytheism at 
Ugarit expressed a sense of divine singleness or cohesion through a series 
of familial relationships'' (2002^24). Since much of this statement has to 
do with the character of Israelite monotheism and the reasons for its rise 
late in the monarchy, I will defer further discussion. 

One classic work of the older school that tended to compare 
“Canaanite-Israelite" is still relevant, Frank Cross's epochal work Canaan- 
ite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of Israel 
(1973). It was Cross, followed by many of his Harvard students, who first 
made a conclusive case for the fact that “patriarchal religion" was deeply 
indebted to much older Canaanite religious traditions, especially as re¬ 
vealed in the mythological texts from Ugarit. Cross began by noting, as 
several German scholars had, that in the oldest literary strands of the tradi¬ 
tions in the Pentateuch, it is the Canaanite deity El who regularly appears, 
not Yahweh. Furthermore, the epithets, or “titles,” of El are especially re¬ 
vealing. They are, like the divine name itself, antique. 

Here are some examples of these early epithets. 

(1) “El-Shadday.” 

Genesis 17:1 , When Abraham is 99 years old and has long been resi¬ 
dent in Canaan, God appears to him as “El-Shadday” to renew the 
covenant. The RSV translates the divine name as “God Almighty," 
but that is misleading. The Hebrew “Shadday" means “mountain," 
here possibly in the dual, so the divine name is really “El, the One of 
the mountains." Many deities in the ancient Near East are associated 
quite naturally with mountains. And in the Ugaritic texts, El in par¬ 
ticular sits on his throne at the base of the cosmic Mt. Saphon 
(“north") at the sources of the two waters, sweet and salt. Cross 
points out that the Hebrew term shad, “mountain," derives from ear¬ 
lier West Semitic thad, “breast." Thus the twin mountain peaks 
“Shadday" are likened to two breasts (think of the name “Grand 
Tetons" for the high-peaked Wyoming ranges). It may be significant 
that God, although clearly male here, is associated with female imag¬ 
ery (as in the reference to “breasts and womb" in Genesis 49:25). “El- 
Shadday," “the one of the mountains," was thus probably conceived 
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of in pre-Israelite religion as the old Amorite-Canaanite storm god, 
associated with the awesome (and procreative) powers of nature. 

Genesis 35:11. At the old shrine of Bethel, God introduces himself to 
Jacob as “El-Shadday,” and again he renews the covenant with “the 
fathers/' 

Genesis 43:14; 48:3. In the first passage, grandson Jacob (“Israel") 
blesses his sons who have sold Joseph into slavery, but are about to go 
to Egypt themselves in the name of “El-Shadday.” In the second pas¬ 
sage, Jacob in Egypt tells Joseph that “El-Shadday” had appeared to 
him at Bethel (as also to Abraham), and again the context is one of 
renewing the divine covenant with “the fathers ” 

Genesis 49:25. This passage is part of the “Song of Jacob,” Jacobs 
death-bed recitation, thought by many scholars to be among the old¬ 
est texts preserved in the Hebrew Bible (11th century b.c.). It is per¬ 
haps our most revealing story. Here we have three epithets of the pa¬ 
triarchal deity, all very ancient: “Bull of Jacob” (Canaanite EEs 
principal epithet is “Bull”); “Shepherd, Rock of Israel”; and “El- 
Shadday” (Again, the RSV and other translations obscure the origi¬ 
nal meaning.) Furthermore, the text specifies, regarding the patri¬ 
arch's blessing, “by El of your father,” so these are all epithets of one 
god, ancestral El. Finally, the blessings are associated: (1) “blessings 
of the eternal mountains”; and (2) “blessings of the breasts and of 
the womb.” Here again, the conjoined imagery of male “storm god” 
and female “breasts and womb” is suggestive of primitive concep¬ 
tions of the deity who would later become the Israelite god. 

Exodus 6:3. Here, much later, God introduces himself to Moses, ex¬ 
plaining that formerly he was known to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as 
“El-Shadday,” and under that name he had covenanted with the fa¬ 
thers. But henceforth, he wishes to be known to the soon-to-be Isra¬ 
elites as “Yahweh” (below). 

(2) “El-Elyon” 

Genesis 14:18-24. Here Melchizedek, king and priest of Salem (Jerusa¬ 
lem), blesses “Abram the Hebrew” by “El-Elyon,” “God Most High.” 
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In the Ugaritic texts the storm god Ba'al's principal epithet is 'aliyan 
Ba"al, or “Puissant Baal ,” "aliyan being cognate with Hebrew ' elyon, 
“high, uppermost” 

Deuteronomy 32:8, 9. This passage is another archaic Hebrew poem, 
the “Song of Moses” (11th century b.c.?). On his deathbed Moses ex¬ 
horts the people of Israel that they are to remember “the days of old” 
(Hebrew "olam; below), when “El-Elyon” made a covenant with 
“your fathers” But then the poem goes on to specify that now 
“ Yahweh ” will preserve and bless his people. The “evolution” from 
“El-Elyon” to “Yahweh” is significant (below). 

(3) “El-Olam.” 

Genesis 21:33. Here Abraham goes to Beersheba, an old tribal center 
and shrine, where he worships at a tree , swears an oath with 
Abimelech, and “calls on the name of 'El-Olam/” Hebrew "olam 
means “eternal,” so the divine name here is “El the Everlasting.” It is 
worth recalling that one of Canaanite Els epithets in the Ugaritic 
texts is “Father of Years” 

(4) “El-Bethel” 

Genesis 31:13. God appears to Jacob at Paddan-aram and identifies 
himself with past appearances, the famous story of Jacob and the an¬ 
gel, saying “I am El-Bethel ” There is a play on words here, since the 
place-name “Bethel” means “House/temple of El.” Thus God may be 
pictured as saying “I am the God of the shrine of Bethel”; or “I am 
the God whose name is (also) 'Bethel/” Either way, this is a very old 
epithet, attached to a particular place. 

Genesis33:7. Again, the story is about Jacob and Bethel. Jacob builds 
an altar there and calls the altar “El-Bethel.” 

(5) “El Elohay-Israel” 

Genesis33:20. Here Jacob is at another old shrine, Shechem, where he 
also builds an altar, this time naming it “El, Elohay-Israel.” This 
phrase clearly refers to the deity El as the God of the patriarch Israel 
(Jacob's alternate name). 
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(6) “El-RoL” 

Genesis 16:13. El epithets appear not only in stories about the patri¬ 
archs, but also in stories about their wives and concubines (the ma¬ 
triarchs). In this passage, Hagar, Abraham's pregnant maid, who 
would soon bear him a son named Ishmael, has fled to the wilderness 
to escape Sarah's wrath. There God appears to her to comfort her 
and makes a covenant with her. Having miraculously “seen" God and 
lived, Hagar calls his name “El-Roi," “El who sees" — again a word 
play, but very revealing. 

Cross is careful to point out that grammatically these El epithets are 
somewhat ambiguous. Thus “El-Olam" could mean either “El, the Eternal 
One" (Cross: “the god of eternity"), or “El, who is (the god) Olam " Dou¬ 
ble divine names are known in ancient Near Eastern pantheons, identify¬ 
ing two deities with each other. But in the light of the overall evidence, 
Cross prefers taking all these names as referring to the single, preeminent 
deity El. The epithets, then, assign to him somewhat differing attributes or 
manifestations, or perhaps (less likely) local spheres of influence (such as 
at Bethel). As Cross says: 

To be sure, we can speak no longer of the ’Him [that is, “gods"] of Ca¬ 
naan as ‘local numina The great gods of the Canaanite pantheon were 
cosmic deities (1973:49). 

I have followed Cross's arguments in seeing Asherah, too, as a “cosmic de¬ 
ity" in Canaan and Israel, albeit with various local manifestations (and 
perhaps names; above). 

From this brief review of the biblical texts themselves , without re¬ 
course to any external evidence except the earlier Ugaritic texts, two things 
are clear. (1) The biblical writers had some authentic knowledge of earlier 
“evolutionary stages" in Israelite religion, whether based on oral tradition 
and “historical memory," written sources, or simply intuition. (2) While 
they themselves were orthodox monotheists, looking back at much earlier 
times from that perspective, they candidly acknowledge that the “god of 
the fathers" was Canaanite El, not their own deity Yahweh. This datum is 
noteworthy, and it shows how much “reading between the lines" in the He¬ 
brew Bible can tell us — especially when supplemented by extra-biblical 
evidence, both textual and archaeological. 
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It is also noteworthy that the Hebrew Bible, despite its monotheistic 
biases, preserves the old Canaanite name El for the Israelite deity, and even 
uses it in the plural. Examples of “El” in the singular are too numerous to 
cite even briefly (more than 230), but some references are of special inter¬ 
est, because they still carry transparent Canaanite imagery. Isaiah's taunt to 
the King of Babylon (14:12-14) includes the warning: 

How you are fallen from heaven, 

O Day Star, son of Dawn! 

How you are cut down to the ground, 
you who laid the nations low! 

You said in your heart, 

“I will ascend to heaven; 

above the stars of God 

I will set my throne on high, 

I will sit on the mount of assembly 
in the far north; 

I will ascend above the heights of the clouds. 

I will make myself like the Most High.” 

The “stars of El”; the “throne on high”; “the mount of assembly in the far 
north”; and “the heights of the clouds” are all transparent allusions to 
Canaanite mythology — right out of the pages of the Ugaritic texts. 

Several texts speak of 9 elim> “the gods,” not using the term here as 
the name of a god or gods of Israel, but as a reference to other gods. Thus 
the very archaic “Canaanite” Psalm 29 declares in verse 1: “Ascribe to 
Yahweh, O heavenly beings ( bene-’elim , 'sons of gods') . . . glory and 
strength.” 

Psalm 29 is so similar to some of the Ugaritic poems that many 
phrases are borrowed almost word for word: 

Ascribe to the Lord, O heavenly beings, 

ascribe to the Lord glory and strength. 

Ascribe to the Lord the glory of his name; 
worship the Lord in holy array. 

The voice of the Lord is upon the waters; 
the God of glory thunders, 
the Lord, upon many waters. . . . 
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The Lord sits enthroned over the flood; 
the Lord sits enthroned as king forever. 

(Psalm 29:1-3,10; cf. Psalms 82:1; 89:5-7) 

The “heavenly beings” here (’ eltm , “gods” in “holy array”) are the subser¬ 
vient members of the Divine Council, precisely as with El and his council 
at Ugarit. The references in Psalm 29 to the “waters” and the “flood” on 
which Yahweh is “enthroned” mirror exactly El, who sits at the “sources of 
the floods, in the midst of the headwaters of the Two Oceans.” Even the 
word for “flood” (Hebrew mabbul) is the same in both languages (see also 
Psalms 93:3; 98:7, 8). 

Several Psalms, such as Psalm 65 (below), invoke the “storm god” im¬ 
agery of Canaanite Ba'al, who brings back the rain upon his return from the 
underworld, and they transfer this imagery to Yahweh. When Ba'al revives, 

The heavens fat did rain, 

The wadis flow with honey. 

Several specific epithets are shared by Canaanite Ba'al and Israelite 
Yahweh. In the Ugaritic texts, one of the lesser gods addresses Ba'al the 
storm god: 

Hearken, transcendent Ba'al, 

Give heed, O Rider of the Clouds. 

Psalm 68 says of Yahweh: 

Sing to God, O kingdoms of the earth; 

Sing praises to the Lord, 
to him who rides in the heavens, 
the ancient heavens; 

lo, he sends forth his voice, his mighty voice. 

Ascribe power to God, 

whose majesty is over Israel, 
and his power is in the skies. 

Terrible is God in his sanctuary, 
the God of Israel, 

he gives power and strength to his people. (Psalm 68:32-35) 
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Both texts use the imagery of God “riding the clouds.” 

Thus the notion of a multiplicity of deities sitting together in coun¬ 
cil — so typical of the Canaanite pantheon and its functions — is taken 
for granted in the Hebrew Bible, even after Yahweh is said to have come 
into his ascendancy. Indeed, the very first words of the Hebrew Bible are 
“When God began to create the heavens and the earth.” The Hebrew does 
not say “Yahweh,” but rather ’ elohim , “the gods” (plural). Even a rather 
thick reader is bound to ask, “Why does the text say The gods'?” Then in 
verse 26, the text says: “Then God said, 'Let us make man (NRSV: “hu¬ 
mankind”) in our image.'” But a literal translation would read, “Then the 
gods C elohim) said.” Again, the reader may ask, “Who is 'us'?” Who else is 
there with “the gods” at creation? The fact is that the biblical writers, even 
in their most doctrinaire espousal of Yahweh as sole deity, are fully aware 
of the polytheistic setting of most of their world — even in Israelite folk 
religion. That is why the First Commandment is phrased the way it is: 
“You shall have no other gods before [or 'besides'] me” (Exodus 20:3). 
One could have other gods; and many, if not most, ancient Israelites did 
have. For that reason, most scholars today regard Israel's faith not as 
monotheism, but rather as “monolatry.” This is the acknowledgment of 
other gods, but the worship of only one of them, in this case, Yahweh, the 
supreme deity (further below). 

But how does Yahweh become the supreme deity — that is, how does 
he finally supplant Canaanite El? Here again, the biblical texts are remark¬ 
ably candid, and I would say knowledgeable about the real evolution of Is¬ 
raelite religion. Exodus 3 is the story of how Moses, long after the age of the 
patriarchs, was reintroduced to their god by another name. God appears in 
the burning bush and identifies himself to Moses specifically as the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and lacob. God then tells Moses how he is going to free 
the people from Egyptian bondage, and how he is going to dispatch Moses 
as his agent. Moses protests that when he declares “God has sent me,” peo¬ 
ple will say “Who? What's his name?” And now the text gives God's per¬ 
sonal name: “Yahweh.” The RSV translates the first part of verse 14 “I AM 
WHO I AM” or “I WILL BE WHAT I WILL BE.” That is because the name 
“Yahweh” comes from a verb meaning “to be”; but the exact meaning here 
is ambiguous. The later text, however, when God repeats his name and the 
command, is clear (verse 16): “Yahweh, the God of your fathers, the God of 
Abraham, of Isaac, and of!acob.”The implication of the passage in Exodus 
3 is of enormous importance. The god of Israel about-to-be is the same 
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god of the patriarchs centuries earlier, the "El” of that era in Canaan. But 
now “in the fullness of time” he deigns to reveal his personal name 
“Yahwehand by that name he wishes to be known and worshipped 
henceforth. 

Any doubts about this reading would be removed by turning to Exo¬ 
dus 6:1-9. Here God appears again to Moses, after he has begun his mission 
to Pharaoh. He refers not only to “Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” again, but he 
explains that he revealed himself to them then only as “El-Shadday” 
(above) and deliberately did not reveal his name “Yahweh.” And again he 
specifies to Moses that he is really “Yahweh,” and under this name he will 
covenant with the people of Israel and will deliver them. 


“Holy Places” in Pre-Israelite Times 

Considering the fact that the biblical patriarchs seem at home with the 
older Canaanite deities (at least with El in various guises), we are not sur¬ 
prised to find them visiting traditional Canaanite shrines and holy places. 
In Chapter IV I discussed such sites, typically called in later proscriptive 
texts “high places” (bamot). Often associated with these public, open-air 
sanctuaries are (1) trees, groves of trees, or wooden poles (the ’ asherah) 
symbolizing the Canaanite Mother Goddess Asherah, consort of El; (2) al¬ 
tars (mizbehdt) for sacrifice; and (3) standing stones (massebot; RSV = “pil¬ 
lars”) symbolizing the presence of deities. 

Similar high places seem to be referred to in connection with several 
patriarchal narratives, but interestingly enough they are not designated 
specifically as bamot , except in Leviticus 26:30, where God promises to de¬ 
stroy them. The reason for the general silence is not clear, but it is probably 
because by the time the biblical authors were writing, in the late monarchy, 
reform movements were under way, and these bamot were now anathema 
(below). Nevertheless, Abraham (or “Abram the Hebrew”) is said matter- 
of-factly to have frequented several holy sites, some of which appear to 
have been ancient Canaanite places of worship. 

(1) Shechem; Genesis 12:6-8. Shechem is the first place Abram (sic) 
heads to when he migrates from Mesopotamia to Canaan, the clear impli¬ 
cation being that he had already heard of the famous shrine there (called 
“the” maqorn, the “holy place” of Shechem). The brief account mentions 
several significant features of this visit, which the authors specifically state 
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belongs to an era when “the Canaanites were in the land”: (i) a central 
place called a the sanctuary”; (2) the “oak of Moreh,” a terebinth tree that 
was sacred and was renowned for giving oracles (Hebrew moreh, “instruc¬ 
tion”); (3) altars for sacrifice, another of which Abram erected on his visit; 
(4) a theophany, or appearance of the deity (Yahweh); and (5) subse¬ 
quently, near Bethel, the act of “calling on the name” of God, that is, ac¬ 
knowledging him in a covenant relationship. 

(2) Bethel; Genesis 13:2-4. The Hebrew name and its early West Se¬ 
mitic ancestor mean “house/temple of El” (above), so this was also an old, 
well-known Canaanite sanctuary. Already mentioned in the story of 
Abram at Shechem, this shrine is another holy place where Jacob builds an 
altar and calls on the name of God. 

(3) Beersheba; Genesis 21:31-34. Beersheba represents the southern¬ 
most area of settled occupation in the monarchy, on the border of the 
Negev desert, but it is also portrayed as an ancient gathering place of pas¬ 
toral nomads. There again, Abraham knows of the famous wells 
(“Beersheba” may mean “seven wells,” but it can also mean “well of the 
oath”). Here, too, we have the making of a covenant (with Abimelech), 
which is sealed by planting a tree (a tamarisk), and then “calling on the 
name of God.” Significantly, God is identified here with the old Canaanite 
deity “El-Olam,” “El the Eternal One” (above). 

(4) Mamre (Hebron); Genesis 13:18; 14:13; 18:1. Hebron is closely asso¬ 
ciated with patriarchal migrations, no doubt because of its ancient sacred 
character. Abraham and Sarah were buried there, as were the bones of Jo¬ 
seph, brought back from Egypt (the “tombs of the patriarchs” reputedly 
under the Herodian temple are still revered by both Muslims and Jews). At 
nearby Mamre, Abraham finds another sacred oak (several of them) and 
there again he builds an altar. 

The patriarch Jacob, Abraham’s grandson, is said to have frequented 
some of these same ancient holy places, especially Bethel (Genesis 31:13; 
35:7) and Shechem (Genesis 33:20). The detailed account of a new (?) 
shrine at Mizpah (Genesis 31:45-54) is especially revealing. Here there are 
numerous elements: (1) a deity named “Fear of his father Isaac” (Jacob’s 
father); (2) a sacrifice offered on a mountain; (3) communal feasting last¬ 
ing all night; (4) the making of a covenant between Jacob and Laban; (5) a 
“stone-heap” piled up and ceremonially named “Galeed” (the “heap of 
witness”); (6) a stone pillar set up, also as a witness, and named “Mizpah” 
(“watch-post”); and (7) an oath sworn by “the God of the Fathers.” 
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The Israelite Sacrificial System as “Canaanite” 

I have already discussed the Canaanite sacrificial system, especially as re¬ 
vealed in the Late Bronze Age Ugaritic texts. What we now need to look for 
are continuities, if any, into Israelite times. There, too, we have already 
treated in some detail the biblical conception of “sacrifices” and the regu¬ 
lations governing them. Here I need only to point out the extraordinarily 
strong similarities. 

The primacy of animal sacrifice — the shedding of blood , as the sym¬ 
bol of life — is obvious in both the Canaanite and the Israelite cult. The 
biblical writers, despite their universal polemics against the “Canaanites,” 
did not have much direct knowledge of them in their original Bronze Age 
context, centuries earlier. So they assume that the Israelite sacrificial sys¬ 
tem was “unique,” revealed to Moses at Sinai, and overseen from the begin¬ 
ning by the Levitical priests. In fact, there was little new in the practice of 
animal sacrifice; it was nearly all inherited from the local, centuries-old 
Canaanite culture. It may be, of course, that the accompanying Yahwistic 
theology of the Pentateuchal and Deuteronomistic writers was different, 
even innovative in some aspects. But we do not know that from compari¬ 
sons themselves, since the earlier Ugaritic texts present us only with the 
practice of animal sacrifice, not the theory behind it. And, as we have 
noted, these texts deal almost exclusively with the royal or “official” cult, 
not folk religion. (That is true also of the biblical texts.) So at least the ex¬ 
ternal features are the same. 

There were other forms of sacrifice in ancient Israel, notably food of¬ 
ferings other than the flesh of animals; drink and various forms of libation 
offerings; and incense offerings. These are not well attested in the Ugaritic 
or other Canaanite texts that we happen to have. But they are well known 
where we have more copious documentation, as in Mesopotamia from the 
3rd millennium onward, and also in Egypt from early times. For instance, 
in the well-known second millennium b.c. Gilgamesh Epic — containing 
the “Babylonian Flood Story” — after the ark comes to rest the grateful 
survivors make an offering of burnt incense to the gods. At that, “the gods 
smelled the sweet savor, the gods crowded around like flies about the sacri- 
ficer.” The same concept of the gods relishing the smell of burning animal 
flesh appears in the Hebrew Bible (Leviticus 1:9, 17). The only difference 
here is what one might call a “loftier” notion of deity in the Bible — one 
god only, not buzzing around in an undignified manner, only enjoying the 
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odor. But both pictures are clearly anthropomorphic, embodying the con¬ 
ception of the gods as having human-like features and functions. 

One aspect of the biblical system of sacrifice may be innovative, the 
references to clean or “kosher” animals. Yet one must note first that all ani¬ 
mals deemed fit for sacrifice to the gods in the ancient Near East had to be 
unblemished. Second, the laws of kashrut are notoriously difficult to ratio¬ 
nalize, so comparing them with any other customs is difficult, even if we 
had the necessary comparative textual documentation. What makes one 
animal unclean, another acceptable? Why do the “holiness laws” in Leviti¬ 
cus specify that animals that “chew the cud or part the hoof” (11:4) are un¬ 
clean? Some prohibitions do seem to make sense (who would want to eat a 
mouse, or a vulture?), but others do not. Why are pigs non-kosher? The 
common answer that insufficiently cooked pork can cause trichinosis is ir¬ 
relevant, since the ancient could not possibly have known that. The best 
solution to the phenomenon of “unique” Israelite laws of kashrut may sim¬ 
ply be to suppose that these are what anthropologists call “ethnic markers.” 
In other words, “We do not do those things, because the Canaanites do 
them.” 


The Calendar 

As I have noted in Chapter IV, the liturgical calendar of ancient Israel was 
based not on our arbitrary Julian calendar, but upon the more natural ag¬ 
ricultural year and the unending rhythm of the changing season. Thus 
each festival has its forerunner in Canaanite lore customs. 

(1) Rosh ha-shanah , the “new year’s” festival, marked the onset of the 
annual fall rains, triggering the renewal of natures dormant, life-giving 
powers for another year. In the Ugaritic texts from Canaan, the new year is 
heralded by the resurrection of the storm god Ba'al, who triumphs over 
Mot, “death,” and brings back the rain to fructify the earth once more. 
Then Anat, his lover, rejoices, declaring exultantly: 

The heavens fat did rain, 

The wadis flow with honey. 

So I knew 

That alive was Ba'al Most 

Existent the Prince, Lord of Earth. 
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Compare this Canaanite poem with the song of praise in Psalm 65:9-13. 

Thou visitest the earth and waterest it, 
thou greatly enrichest it; 

The river of God is full of water; 
thou providest their grain, 
for so thou hast prepared it. 

Thou waterest its furrows abundantly, 
settling its ridges, 

softening it with showers, 
and blessing its growth. 

Thou crownest the year with thy bounty; 

The tracks of thy chariot drip with fatness. 

The pastures of the wilderness drip, 
the hills gird themselves with joy, 

the meadows clothe themselves with flocks, 
the valleys deck themselves with grain, 
they shout and sing together for joy. 

(2) Sukkot (“huts or booths”), the fall harvest festival, when various 
fruits are in season, comes next. In time it was “historicized” in ancient Is¬ 
rael so as to commemorate the Sinai covenant and the wilderness wander¬ 
ings, when the Israelites dwelt in tents. But originally it continued the tra¬ 
dition of the old Canaanite fall harvest festival, so pregnant (as it were) 
with meaning: would it be a good year? 

(3) Pesachy which fell in early spring, commemorated primarily the 
exodus from Egypt, but it also remembered the hardships in the Sinai wil¬ 
derness. It was originally a Canaanite pastoral feast, when young lambs 
(born in the late fall and winter) were sacrificed. In Israelite tradition, the 
feast was easily assimilated with the “liberation from bondage” theme, be¬ 
cause of the common motif of blood: the blood of lambs, in this case 
smeared over the doorways of the Israelites so that the Angel of Death 
would “pass over” them and spare their firstborn sons. 

(4) Shavuoty the feast of “weeks” that comes 50 days after Pesach, was 
a late spring harvest festival, at the time when wheat and barley were ripe. 
It marked the culmination of the agricultural year, just as the winter and 
spring rains were ceasing. Such a grain harvest festival would certainly 
have been celebrated in Canaan in pre-Israelite times. In Israel, it became a 
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pilgrimage festival, but it may have been of lesser importance until later 
Judaism. 

(5) Yom Kippur, the “day of atonement” came in the early fall, just af¬ 
ter the new year began. It was a solemn day of repentance and renewal, es¬ 
pecially prominent in the later priestly traditions (Leviticus). How early it 
began and whether it had a Canaanite origin are uncertain. But it does 
have parallels in the Akitu festival in ancient Babylon. 


The Question of “Syncretism” 

Older, partisan portraits of Canaanite and Israelite religions saw almost 
everything through the lens of the Deuteronomistic historians, whose pro¬ 
grammatic ideal was “Mosaic monotheism.” Assuming that such mono¬ 
theism was “unique” and had been the religious reality from the very be¬ 
ginning (although both the biblical writers and modern biblicists knew 
better), any lingering “Canaanite” features in the Israelite cult had to be re¬ 
jected as “syncretistic.” 

Recent scholarship, however, with its more realistic understanding 
and appreciation of Canaanite religion and its more critical approach to 
Israelite religion, has questioned the very notion of “syncretism.” It is now 
being argued that most of the supposedly “pagan” practices of Israelite 
folk religion were not borrowed from Canaanite culture, but should be 
regarded rather as “native” aspects of Israelite culture, since it had so 
readily assimilated them. Rejection of ideas of “syncretism” are so com¬ 
mon that they appear to be part of current “political correctness” (Olyan 
1988:5, 8; Ackerman 1992:213-217; Miller, 2000:57-62; Smith 2002^3-9). 
The more extreme view simply declares that Israelite religion was 
“Canaanite religion” (thus Coogan 1987). Part of the confusion, it seems 
to me, is semantic: What do we really mean by “syncretism”? The essential 
meaning is to incorporate various beliefs, some of which may once have 
been contradictory, into a fusion on the basis of other beliefs held in com¬ 
mon. In that sense, nearly all religions are syncretistic, since none is 
wholly unique. 

The thrust of the current rejection of “syncretism” certainly does not 
intend to deny the point that I am making here, only to stress how much 
Canaanite and Israelite religion had in common, and that from the earliest 
phases of the latter's development. Thus Israelite religion, however distinc- 
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tive it finally became (as in later Judaism), grew out of Canaanite religion, 
not, as biblical propagandists claimed, in opposition to it. That is surely 
correct. (I have discussed Israel's Canaanite origins in detail in Who Were 
the Early Israelites and Where Did They Come From?; 2003.) 

This clarification may also apply to another term now deemed politi¬ 
cally incorrect: “pagan.” The word comes from the Latin pagus y “country¬ 
side.” When many Romans converted to Christianity in the 4th century 
a.d., unsophisticated folk in rural areas were slow to accept the new beliefs 
and thus were called “pagans” (and in later Roman Catholic theology they 
became “heathens”). In an early treatment of folk religion, I myself had 
used the term “pagan,” for which I was subsequently criticized (cf. Keel and 
Uehlinger 1998:9). But I was simply paraphrasing the biblical writers, for 
whom folk religion, largely Canaanite, was “pagan.” I was also being a bit 
ironic, since folk religion was predominantly “rural ” 

This exercise in political correctness brings me to another, less amus¬ 
ing case, the questioning of the Canaanite and Israelite cults as “fertility re¬ 
ligions.” Denying the existence of ancient “fertility cults” has almost be¬ 
come a mantra. One can easily see why, given the caricatures common in 
early scholarship, which regarded Canaanite religion as obscene but were 
obscenities themselves, professing to be repulsed but in fact being trans¬ 
parently prurient (Chapter II). These views were, of course, those of the 
commentators at the time, all males. But the reaction has gone too far in 
the other direction in my opinion, and it is more driven by currently fash¬ 
ionable ideologies than by genuine advances in scholarship. 

One victim of the purging of the language is the goddess Anat. She 
appears often in the Ugaritic texts as the consort of Ba'al, this pair being 
the younger West Semitic rival deities of El and Asherah, now somewhat in 
their dotage (above). But the character and roles of Anat are difficult to ra¬ 
tionalize. Her regular title is “Maiden Anat”; yet she is portrayed as Ba al's 
lover, copulating with him endlessly. She has been understood as a “Fertil¬ 
ity Goddess,” a giver of life, because of her sexuality; yet she is a warrior 
goddess who rounds up Ba'al's enemies and slaughters them, wading up to 
her vulva in blood and gore, laughing triumphantly. Anat is also a hunt¬ 
ress. So who is she really? 

Several scholars have recently sought to “rehabilitate” Anat, arguing 
that she is not a “fertility goddess” at all (Day 1991; Smith 2002b:22; but see 
the better balanced treatment of John Day, 2000:132-144). Thus Peggy Day 
complains that seeing Anat as Ba'al's consort reduces her to the status of a 


270 



From Polytheism to Monotheism 


“hooker” and is part of a male strategy to blame the female goddesses for 
the alleged “moral depravity” of Canaanite religion (1991:141, 142). Day's 
own view is a caricature. I don't know of any male scholar who actually did 
place the blame for what he considered “depraved” only on the female dei¬ 
ties. As for “warrior vs. sexual” goddess, why can't Anat be both? Finally, 
what's wrong with a little bawdiness? (Or, for that matter, with being a 
consort, if that status is not necessarily subservient?) 

Much of the recent critique of Anat as a “fertility goddess” I regard as 
simply another form of political correctness, and the rest is what I call the 
“new prudery.” There is very little of modern prudery in the Hebrew Bible, 
which is surprisingly earthy. There was even less prudery in ancient Israel¬ 
ite folk religion, which celebrated the union of male and female and vener¬ 
ated sexuality as a life-giving force. To be sure, it was a force to be regulated 
because it was potent, but nevertheless one to be enjoyed since it renewed 
life and validated humans as part of creation. “God saw everything that he 
had made, and behold, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31). As I argued in 
Chapter I, if religion is about “ultimate concern,” nothing in ancient Israel 
was more fundamental, more urgent, than the continued fertility of hu¬ 
mans and beasts and the fields. Modern religions may be all about moral 
and theological niceties, but ancient religion was largely about brute sur¬ 
vival, only after which might one indulge in reflection on what it all meant. 
And in early Israel (the “period of the Judges”), folk religion was still very 
close to its roots, sunk deep in the soil of traditional Bronze Age Canaan. 


Changes With the Monarchy: Religion in Crisis 

By the 10th century b.c., after some two centuries of experience during a 
formative era, when Israelite society was largely rural and egalitarian and 
“every man did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 17:6), a major 
change took place. There occurred what anthropologists have called in 
past a cultural and socio-economic evolution from “tribe,” to “chiefdom,” 
to “state.” In biblical terms, the “period of the judges” was supplanted by 
the “United Monarchy” — the reigns of Saul, David, and Solomon, which 
we now know date to ca. 1020-930 b.c.. The historicity of the United Mon¬ 
archy, however, has become one of the most hotly contested issues in both 
recent biblical studies and archaeology. 

The biblical “revisionists” reject the notion altogether, declaring that 
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this is just another “myth” concocted by the biblical writers, who wrote in 
the Persian or Hellenistic period and knew next to nothing about the Iron 
Age centuries earlier. A few idiosyncratic archaeologists (among them, no¬ 
tably, Israel Finkelstein) lend support to the “minimalist” view by down¬ 
dating the monumental “Solomonic” architecture traditionally dated to the 
10th century b.c. at Hazor, Megiddo, and Gezer (I Kings 9:15-17) to the 9th 
century b.c., thereby robbing us of crucial archaeological data. The mini¬ 
malists would date the rise of the state in the north (Israel) to the 9th cen¬ 
tury b.c. and comparable development in the south (Judah) to after the 
Neo-Assyrian campaigns in 701 b.c. (but then, “campaigns” against what?). 

I have reviewed the whole controversy about the “United Monarchy,” 
with full references, in What Did The Biblical Writers Know and When Did 
They Know It? What Archaeology Can Tell Us about the Reality of Ancient Is¬ 
rael (2001). The issues need not concern us in detail here, however, because 
it is the fact of statehood and its consequences, not exact chronology, that 
is relevant for our look at ancient Israelite religions. 

It is noteworthy that the writers of the Hebrew Bible themselves are 
ambivalent about kingship. In one strand of the literary tradition the tribal 
elders, concerned about the Philistine military threat, come to the judge 
and prophet Samuel, a charismatic folk hero. They demand that he ap¬ 
point for Israel a king “like all the nations” (I Samuel 8:1-5). But Samuel re¬ 
fuses, warning them that a king will tax them mercilessly, will conscript 
their sons for military service, and will oppress them. Furthermore, it is 
Yahweh — the old “Divine Warrior” like the Canaanite gods — who is Is¬ 
rael's king, their only Sovereign (I Samuel 8:6-22). But in another passage 
(I Samuel 9), Samuel is said to accede to popular demand, and he appoints 
Saul as Israel's first king, with Yahweh's tacit approval (I Samuel 8:9-10). 
Saul then reigned some 20 years, followed by his son-in-law David (40 
years) and David's son Solomon (40 years). Thus there was established the 
Davidic dynasty, which ruled over Israel (mostly Judah) for the entire 400 
years of the monarchy, until the fall of Jerusalem in 587 b.c. 

Turning from the literary and theological version of “what really 
happened,” about which many scholars are somewhat skeptical, the ar¬ 
chaeological evidence and the historical implications are clear. I have al¬ 
ready referred to the clear 10th-century b.c. archaeological evidence for the 
origins of the state. But even if one regards this as merely a “chiefdom” and 
places the full-blown state later, the results were the same. I would summa¬ 
rize then, in accord with known state formation-processes elsewhere, as 
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the development of: (1) urbanism; (2) economic specialization; (3) social 
complexity (“stratification”); (4) political centralization; (5) religious con¬ 
formity; and (6) the beginnings of the literary tradition and the composi¬ 
tion of the great national epic that culminate in the Hebrew Bible as we 
now have it. Let us look at the archaeological evidence for each develop¬ 
ment, then assess the consequences for popular religion and its evolution 
(see further Dever 2003). 

(1) Urbanism. Early Israel was exclusively rural: village, hamlets, and 
a few isolated homesteads. Of the 300 or so i2th-nth-century b.c. Israelite 
sites that are currently known, none had a population of more than 300, 
and most had fewer than 100. None was a town, much less a city, by any 
criteria (below). A total population of about 50,000 (12th century b.c.) to 
75,000 (11th century b.c.) was widely dispersed over the countryside, con¬ 
centrated mostly in the central hills, stretching from Galilee, through Sa¬ 
maria and Judea and into the northern Negev. 

Between the late 11th and the early 10th century b.c. the picture 
changed. The majority of the “proto-Israelite” villages characterized above 
were abandoned, new towns were established in a few more centralized lo¬ 
cations, and an urban society began to develop. By the mid-late 10th cen¬ 
tury b.c. in the “Age of Solomon,” when the population may have reached 
some 100,000, there were about 20 “towns” by suitable local criteria, that 
is, centers with a population of 500-1,000. There may have been a few real 
cities, with up to 2,000 people. The latter might have totaled some 5,000 
people in all, or roughly the five percent urban population that I suggested 
above. It is clear that the bulk of the population remained rural, as recent 
studies have shown. The significant fact, however, is that with the begin¬ 
nings of statehood there now emerges a small nucleus of urban elites that 
had not existed before. It is this new urban, privileged class that will soon 
come to clash with traditional, rural-based folk religion as they begin to 
focus on their own vested interests (Dever 2001:124-44). 

(2) Economic specialization. In villages and farm families in early Is¬ 
rael, everyone was a farmer; there were really no other options. Each family 
made and produced everything that it needed, perhaps now and then in 
cooperation with other families. But there were no professional or mer¬ 
cantile classes, no specialized artisans — and no priests. These villages may 
have been relatively poor, depending as they did upon subsistence farming. 
But they possessed a strong sense of solidarity, and they were able to main¬ 
tain and enforce traditional values. And folk religion was the glue that held 
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everything together — simple, but adequate for the needs of a simple 
agrarian society. As the Hebrew Bible puts the vision of the “good life”: 

They shall all sit under their own vines 
and under their own fig trees, 

and none shall make them afraid. (Micah 4:4; NRSV) 

(3) Social stratification. Rural lifestyles tend to be “egalitarian,” as we 
have seen, especially in marginal, small-scale societies where farms are 
family enterprises, plots of land are limited, and primitive technology pro¬ 
duces poor yields. Families may be self-sustaining, but no one gets rich, 
and few if any amass enough land to build up a large estate. The typical 
agrarian society and economy have been characterized by some anthropol¬ 
ogists as based on the “domestic mode of production,” as opposed for in¬ 
stance to Marx's “Asiatic despotism.” Here the independent, self-contained 
family is the basic unit in “cottage industry” rather than “industrial pro¬ 
duction.” As Marshall Sahlins notes, “the domestic economy is in effect the 
tribal economy in miniature, so politically it underwrites the condition of 
primitive society — society without a Sovereign” (1972:95). In rural early 
Israel, before the founding of the state, Yahweh was sole Sovereign (at least 
in the biblical ideal). 

All that changed beginning with the growth of urbanism and the 
monarchy. Kin-based villages, in which all were roughly equal (equally 
poor, that is) and were closely related to each other, gave way to new towns 
and cities where entrepreneurs moved to seek their fortune, becoming 
anonymous in the process. Fewer and fewer uprooted people were blood 
relations, or even knew each other. Some clever opportunists got rich, but 
many more became trapped in a cycle of urban poverty. A once homoge¬ 
neous people gradually became “stratified,” differentiated into economic 
and social classes that were often in conflict. 

In particular, there arose around the court of the newly formed capi¬ 
tal in Jerusalem a circle of officials, bureaucrats, priestly functionaries, and 
wealthy aristocrats who were dependent upon crown subsidies, as well as 
literati, all of whom constituted a powerful “lobby” They represented, 
however, a small elite class, not the majority of Jerusalemites. And they had 
scarcely any contact with the majority of people in the countryside. Yet 
these elites would soon dominate life in the capital. Now Israel's early egal¬ 
itarian ideals were severely tested, and traditional cultural and religious 
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values were threatened. Religion would have to meet these new and in¬ 
creasingly sophisticated challenges. 

(4) Political centralization. Much of the skepticism noted above 
about statehood ignores the principal criteria for defining “states.” State¬ 
hood is not about size, wealth, or even power. It is about centralization — 
the concentration of decision-making and the distribution of goods and 
services in the hands of some central authority. Early Israel was small and 
still not very powerful or prosperous in comparison with its neighbors in 
Syria, Mesopotamia, and Egypt. But it was nevertheless a true “state”by ac¬ 
cepted standards in current anthropological literature on state-formation 
processes (Dever 1997:247-251). Centralization, however, resulted in just 
what the prophet Samuel had warned about — the gradual usurpation of 
power by king and court and the consequent loss of independence and 
freedom that once belonged to ordinary people. This must have been espe¬ 
cially onerous for those in the rural areas, which increasingly became de¬ 
pendent upon a managed economy that drained off the few surpluses 
there were. Free enterprise was soon no longer free. 

(5) Religious conformity. Religion was an integral part of all life in an¬ 
cient Israel, as we have seen, so all the changes we have discussed affected 
religious beliefs and practices. Accompanying the growth of socio¬ 
economic complexity and political centralization, there were inevitable 
developments that resulted in religion becoming as “official” as everything 
else. The need to manage the cult fostered a priestly class, soon a large bu¬ 
reaucracy, aligned with the state and utilizing religion to legitimate both. 

In theory, the priesthood went back to Israel's origins in the Sinai, but 
the texts are largely late royal propaganda. There is no evidence in pre- 
monarchical Israel of any organized religious leadership, especially of an es¬ 
tablished priesthood. We know only of ad hoc family “priests,” such as Mi- 
cah's sons whom he appointed to minister at his family shrine (Judges 17:1- 
6; cf. also the Shiloh shrine). But now the supposed “sons of Aaron,” Moses' 
brother, are set up to regulate religion under crown supervision, as part of 
the new state apparatus. Thus the state or “official” religion that we have 
sometimes contrasted with folk religion comes into being — for the first 
time, 200 years or more into Israelite history. It is not so much a develop¬ 
ment of tradition as it is a departure from tradition, a momentous change 
that will set the stage for all subsequent changes in Israelite religion. 

(6) The growth of a literary tradition. The changes described above 
were all interrelated, and they combined to bring into existence for the first 
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time a small class of reasonably well-educated people who had the leisure, 
the opportunity, and the motivation to pursue intellectual and aesthetic 
interests. We may call them “literati.” They were at least functionally liter¬ 
ate, and as the state grew they became interested in writing its history. 
They collected old oral traditions and the few written sources that may 
have existed, such as archaic Hebrew poems like the “Blessing of Jacob” 
(Genesis 49); the “Song of Moses” (Exodus 15) and the “Song of Deborah” 
(Judges 5; above). They began to keep archives and eyewitness accounts, 
mostly of important public events. At first these were probably little more 
than king-lists, but soon the corpus came to incorporate much more anec¬ 
dotal material, like the detailed information that eventually formed the 
composition known as the “Court History of David” (I Samuel 16—II Sam¬ 
uel 24). 

Some of the first attempts at writing a “national history” have not 
survived, but they are mentioned in the Hebrew Bible. These include the 
“Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Judah” and the “Book of Jasher.” 
Until recently, many biblical scholars held that the “J” or Yahwist docu¬ 
ment that forms part of Genesis-Numbers (above) was first put into writ¬ 
ing in the 10th century, during the reigns of David and Solomon. But cur¬ 
rent opinion leans to an 8th- or (more likely) a 7th-century date for the 
literary composition, because the archaeological evidence for widespread 
literacy is no earlier than that. In any case at least the notion of a great, 
sweeping “national epic” was undoubtedly born early in the monarchy. 
And that becomes the basis for both the later Tetrateuch/Pentateuch and 
the Deuteronomistic traditions that we have taken here as our major tex¬ 
tual sources for Israelite religion. Note, however, two qualifications: 
(1) most of this literature arises relatively late in Israelite history, by any es¬ 
timate; and (2) it is the product of a very few intellectuals and literati and 
reflects almost exclusively their concerns and vested interests. 

Let us assume that only five percent of the population lived in cities, 
and only a small percentage of them lived in Jerusalem (perhaps 2,000 in 
the 10th century b.c.; more later). If we subtract half of that number as 
women, who certainly were not among the biblical authors, and then select 
out a very small percentage of the remaining group as elites, we arrive at 
the following statistic. The urban elites who wrote and edited the Hebrew 
Bible cannot possibly have constituted more than a tiny fraction of one 
percent, isolated from and largely alienated from the vast majority. How 
“representative” were they when they spoke of religion? 


276 



From Polytheism to Monotheism 


The significant fact for us here is the emergence now of what van der 
Toorn aptly characterizes as “Book religion” a force that would define or¬ 
thodoxy for the remainder of Israel's history. While “Book religion” did in¬ 
corporate aspects of folk religion and always overlapped with it to some 
degree, clashes were inevitable, and by the 8th century b.c. they had pro¬ 
voked a painful crisis. But there were even earlier flashpoints. 

By far the most significant yet most controversial departure accom¬ 
panying the rise of an “official” state-sponsored cult was the construction 
of a national shrine, the Solomonic Temple in Jerusalem. According to tra¬ 
dition, David had hoped to build such a shrine early on, but only Solomon 
with his unprecedented wealth and a stable kingdom at peace could ac¬ 
complish such a monumental task. Only recently has the detailed descrip¬ 
tion of the Temple and its elaborate furnishings in I Kings 5-8 been ade¬ 
quately understood. “Minimalists” of course, dismiss the Temple, along 
with every other aspect of Solomons “Golden Age” in the Bible, as pious 
fiction. But the archaeological evidence now in hand removes any doubt 
that such a building once existed. Perhaps it was not quite as grandiose as 
the Bible makes it seem, but it was nonetheless a royal sanctuary like other 
Phoenician and Aramaean temples of the day (Dever 2001:144-157). 

What is more significant than the technical details and furnishings of 
the Solomonic temple is the very fact of its existence. More than any other 
single thing, it marked a radical departure from earlier religious traditions, 
for many reasons. (1) The Temple was not a piece of vernacular architecture, 
erected by a voluntary association of villagers. It was the result of a monu¬ 
mental, royal building project, carried out in part no doubt with conscript 
labor (I Kings 5:13; 9:15), and financed by huge levies of taxes. Once free 
men, Israelites now labored for the king, on his projects, for his benefit. 
Only the monarchy could have found the men and material to complete 
such a huge project, or for that matter needed such men and material. 

(2) The biblical text itself acknowledges that the “Israelite” tripartite 
temple was really Phoenician in design, designed by Phoenician architects 
and built by Phoenician craftsmen and artisans (I Kings 5:1-12; 7:13,14), 
and the archaeological data confirm this overwhelmingly. The Phoenicians 
were not only the contemporary Iron Age descendants of the Canaanites 
and heirs of their long civilization, but they were now despised foreigners 
who worshipped Ba'al, not Israelite Yahweh. So the building of the Temple 
must have been an insult to many traditionalists, despite the Deuterono- 
mists' sycophantic adulation of Solomon “in all his glory” (“his,” not the 
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peoples'). A very similar Canaanite-Phoenician style temple of the 9th 
century b.c. has now been found in north Syria, at *Ain-Der*a, sharing 
more than fifty traits with the Solomonic Temple as described in the He¬ 
brew Bible. 

(3) The Temple was, and was meant to be, a conspicuous symbol that 
projected the new state's prosperity, power, prestige among the nations, 
and national unity centering in Israel's national god Yahweh. The Temple 
eclipsed all other religious institutions, and it now attempted to transfer 
the locus of primary religious life from family and clan to the royal cultus 
in Jerusalem, under priestly supervision. 

(4) The Temple served principally not to house public religious ritu¬ 
als, but to legitimate the authority of the king as Yahweh's designated rep¬ 
resentative. The Temple was, in effect, a “royal chapel," where few but the 
king and his high priest officiated. It disenfranchised the people who paid 
for it, most of whom never saw the inside of the building, much less wor¬ 
shipped there. 

(5) Despite its failure to represent the people at large, the Temple be¬ 
came henceforth the center and exclusive province of the “state cult," with 
its focus on the Davidic dynasty, the divine covenant with Israel's (really 
Judah's) kings forever, and the Deuteronomistic “royal theology" accord¬ 
ing to which Yahweh's “name" (his effective presence) dwelt only in the Je- 



Reconstruction of the Solomonic Temple, after G. E. Wright and W. F. Albright 

Keel 1997, Fig. 213 
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rusalem Temple. The implications of the latter were implicit from the be¬ 
ginning, although it took several centuries for the royalists actually to 
suppress local cults (below). 

The Solomonic Temple was no doubt a potent symbol. But how real 
was it to most Israelites, especially the majority who lived outside Jerusa¬ 
lem and rarely even visited the city? The answer must be, I think, scarcely 
real at all. It represented an ideal forced upon the public, many of whom 
probably resented its overpowering image. And I would argue that as the 
“Temple theology” was elaborated it became less and less relevant to the 
religious beliefs and practices of most people's lives. Even the canonical 
Scripture that developed in Temple circles over time had little impact on 
most people's everyday lives. That is why the Deuteronomists — the party 
that promoted state and “Book religion” — found themselves so much at 
odds with the populace by the 8th-7th centuries b.c. and attempted re¬ 
forms, most largely unsuccessful (below). 



Ivory panel showing two cherubs flanking a seated Horus on a lotus blossom; 
Syria, 9th-8th cent. b.c. The cherubs symbolize the divine presence. 

Keel 1997, Fig. 261 
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Rebellion: “To Your Tents, O Israel” 

The first rebellion against the monarchy came from within, when Absalom, 
David's son, deserted his father and fled to the Land of Geshur in 
Transjordan. There he lived for three years, no doubt nursing his ambitions 
to be king. Upon his return, Absalom first fomented rebellion against Da¬ 
vid, then raised his own army of insurgents. In the end, Absalom was killed, 
almost certainly by David's own command to his general Joab, although the 
Hebrew Bible portrays David as mourning inconsolably. This long, in¬ 
volved story (II Samuel 14-19) is somewhat ambiguous as to who supported 
Absalom in the rebellion. But his open attempt to incite the populace must 
have met with widespread enthusiasm, for he “stole the hearts of the men of 
Israel" (II Samuel 15:6). And when Absalom appropriated David's concu¬ 
bines (II Samuel 16:20-23), it signaled to all that he meant to depose the king 
and seize the throne in his stead. Only his assassination by David's men pre¬ 
vented him from doing so. An undercurrent of this first revolt was also the 
old, still smoldering rivalry between the ten northern tribes of Israel and 
the two southern tribes of Judah, David's home territory (II Samuel 19:41- 
43), which would eventuate in civil war after Solomon's death. The issues 
were tribal and territorial to be sure, but differing religious traditions may 
also have been at stake in the anti-royalist sympathies of the north. 

Even before that, factionalism triggered a second rebellion, led this 
time by another Judean, one Sheba. His battle cry is revealing: 

We have no portion in David, 

no share in the son of Jesse! 

Everyone to your tents, O Israel! (II Samuel 20:1; NRSV) 

Here is a clarion call to throw off kingship and return to the “rural ideal" 
of early, pre-monarchic Israel. It is rhetoric, of course (no one really lived 
in tents anymore, or wished to), but it met with a powerful, almost visceral 
response. It appealed to more than the nostalgia of some for a simpler life¬ 
style. It recalled the days when religion was unfettered, when “every man 
did what was right in his own eyes." The old family cults were so strong 
that not even David — “a man after God's own heart" — could succeed in 
establishing himself as sole religious authority. Thus Sheba's uprising, al¬ 
though he is dismissed contemptuously by the biblical writers as “a worth¬ 
less fellow" (II Samuel 20:1), commanded enough support from the popu- 
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lace that “all the men of Israel withdrew from David” (II Samuel 20:2), 
even before the split between Israel and Judah. 


Civil War: The “State Cult” in the North 

With the end of the united monarchy and the schism between northern Is¬ 
rael and southern Judah toward the end of the 10th century b.c., the two 
“Israels” launched off on a disastrous collision course that lasted nearly 
300 years. The issues were as much about religion as politics. 

The northern kingdom seceded and attempted to continue the 
Davidic line of kings following Jeroboam, one of Solomon's retainers, but 
the effort was short-lived. For nearly fifty years, the north could not even 
settle on a capital, until Omri, a usurper, seized power in 876 b.c. and es¬ 
tablished the capital at Samaria. His son Ahab succeeded him but ruled 
only 19 years before he was overthrown by Jehu, an army officer incited to 
violence by the prophet Elijah. There followed sheer chaos, several kings 
murdered, some lasting less than a year. Every single king in the north is 
condemned by the biblical writers. Prophets like Amos and Hosea are 
scathing in their denunciation (below). 

One of the difficulties we face in characterizing the state cult in the 
north is the obvious bias of the biblical texts, all written by Judean authors. 
It might be very different if we had a “northern Bible,” but we do not (ex¬ 
cept possibly for the E source). Even allowing for the bias of the southern 
writers, however (especially the Deuteronomists), religion in the north was 
unorthodox. 

Nothing in Samaria except local shrines ever replaced the Temple in 
Jerusalem; the Davidic line was exterminated and the Covenant abrogated; 
and there were no reformist kings like Hezekiah and Josiah (below). It was 
more, however, than a lack of a temple and temple leadership. The north 
bordered on Phoenicia and was open to Phoenician influence from the be¬ 
ginning. Ahab married a Phoenician princess, Jezebel, and installed her 
cohort of 450 prophets of Ba'al in Samaria, the capital, where he built a 
temple to Ba'al. The contempt of the biblical authors was due largely to the 
perception that the north was utterly “pagan.” In the north the state cult 
readily embraced not only Canaanite religious customs that had long since 
come to be regarded as native Israelite in folk religion. It went further in 
adopting Phoenician elements that really were foreign. Albertz calls this 
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“official syncretism” (1994:146-156), the sanctioning of precisely what the 
southern writers condemned. 

As Albertz shows, however, Jeroboam, the first king in the north, did 
try to reconnect with older Yahwistic traditions in two ways. First he re¬ 
stored the old pre-monarchic shrine at Bethel, now on his southern bor¬ 
der. There and at Dan in the far north, he set up two “golden calves” 
(I Kings i2:28ff.), clearly reminiscent of the golden calves in the wilder¬ 
ness in the time of Moses (although these had been condemned; Exodus 
32). If we interpret these calves as “bull” symbols, Jeroboam was also 
hearkening back to the old El cult with its patriarchal associations 
(Canaanite “Bull El” and “El, the god of the Fathers”; above). Second, Je¬ 
roboam, according to Albertz, may have likened his own “liberation” of 
the people from forced labor under Solomon to the liberation of the Exo¬ 
dus. If so, that would have given this old, central tradition a new “home” 
in the north — another link with the past, one that might have helped to 
legitimate the secession. 

In any case, the attempt of Jeroboam and his successors in the 
north to make “official syncretism” and the Ba'al cult palatable failed, at 
least according to the biblical writers, who blame Israel's destruction by 
the Neo-Assyrians in the late 8th century b.c. on apostasy. In the short 
run, however, Ba c al and Asherah remained popular in folk religion, as we 
have seen in looking at the Dan “high place,” the Tell el-Far'ah evidence, 
and the “Cultic Structure” at Ta c anach, all from the ioth-9th century b.c. 
(Chapter V). 

It was the prevalence of this kind of folk religion in the north that 
sparked the first prophetic protests, under Elijah and Elisha in the 9th cen¬ 
tury b.c. Such early, non-literary prophets (they have left no books bearing 
their names) were at first itinerant charismatics, diviners, and healers, 
traveling about in bands, often employing dreams and trances (I Samuel 
9:15-20; 10:1-9). They operated largely in rural areas, where they were pop¬ 
ular figures, and they were probably seen as informal leaders in various 
folk religion movements. Gradually these prophets became involved in 
public affairs — in politics. First, they protested against usurpers like Omri 
and Ahab (whose dynasty Elijah overthrew), and then in defense of “the 
poor of the Land” against abuses by royalty and the elite classes. In the end, 
however, they became spokesmen for “Yahweh alone” and thus opposed to 
much of folk religion. 

Two “classical” prophets followed in the 8th century b.c., Amos and 
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Hosea. Amos, born in the south, emerged in the north briefly around 760 
b.c. It is significant that he came by his “populism” naturally, as a farm boy 
(Amos 1:1: 7:14). He resisted being lumped together with the “official” pro¬ 
phetic guilds and spoke out of his own religious vision. His was a message 
of almost relentless doom. But Israel had incurred Yahweh’s wrath not so 
much by the abuses of folk religion as by the abuses of the official cult and 
its functionaries. 

Woe to those who are at ease in Zion, 

And to those who feel secure on the mountain of Samaria, 

The notable men of the first of the nations, 
to whom the house of Israel come! . . . 

Woe to those who lie upon beds of ivory, 
and stretch themselves upon their couches, 
and eat lambs from the flock, 

and calves from the midst of the stall; 
who sing idle songs to the sound of the harp, 
and like David invent for themselves instruments of music; 
who drink wine in bowls, 

and anoint themselves with the finest oils, 
but are not grieved over the ruin of Joseph! 

Therefore they shall now be the first 

of those to go into exile. (Amos 6:1, 4-7) 

It is not only the abuses, but the official cult itself that offends Amos. 
It has become a sham, an empty cover-up for the cynical exploitation of 
the poor. Thus Yahweh says: 

I hate, I despise your feasts, 

and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. 

Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and cereal offerings, 

I will not accept them, 
and the peace offerings of your fatted beasts 
I will not look upon. 

Take away from me the noise of your songs; 
to the melody of your harps I will not listen. 

But let justice roll down like waters, 

and righteousness like an everflowing stream. (Amos 5:21-24) 
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Now, while defending the common man and the rights of ordinary folk, 
Amos insists that ethical behavior is the true essence of religion, not cultic 
acts, not the attempt to propitiate the gods for selfish ends. 

The prophet Hosea is unique — a tortured, fascinating individual 
whose life with a prostitute he took for a wife mirrored Yahweh’s life 
with his people Israel, who had ‘'gone whoring.” Yahweh declares his in¬ 
tention: 

Now I will uncover her lewdness 
in the sight of her lovers, 
and no one shall rescue her out of my hand. 

And I will put an end to all her mirth, 
her feasts, her new moons, her sabbaths, 
and all her appointed feasts. 

And I will lay waste her vines and her fig trees, 
of which she said, 

“These are my hire, 

which my lovers have given me.” 

I will make them a forest, 

and the beasts of the field shall devour them. 

And I will punish her for the feast days of the Ba'als 
when she burned incense to them 

And decked herself with her ring and jewelry, 
and went after her lovers, 

and forgot me, says the Lord. (Hosea 2:10-13) 

Here Hosea, like Amos, rejects the official cult because it has become 
utterly corrupt. Therefore, Yahweh will punish Israel, his unfaithful lover. 

They love sacrifice; 

they sacrifice flesh and eat it; 
but the Lord has no delight in them. 

Now he will remember their iniquity, 
and punish their sins; 
they shall return to Egypt. 

For Israel has forgotten his Maker, 
and built palaces; 

and ludah has multiplied fortified cities; 
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but I will send a fire upon his cities, 

and it shall devour his strongholds. (Hosea 8:13,14) 

The deliberate sexual imagery throughout the book of Hosea reflects 
the language of the Deuteronomists, of Jeremiah and Ezekiel, who de¬ 
nounce Israel for prostituting herself with strange gods “on every high hill 
and under every green tree.” Now the “fertility” motifs associated with the 
veneration of the tree-goddess Asherah, long accepted in folk religion, 
come under prophetic attack and are no longer a legitimate expression of 
religion. Yahweh has no lover, not even Israel. He laments: 

My people are bent on turning away from me; 

so they are appointed to the yoke, 

and none shall remove it. (Hosea 11:7). 


Judah and the “Yahweh Alone” Movement 

We have already characterized the “state cult” in the north, the opposition 
to it there, and the way that all these developments impinged on tradi¬ 
tional folk religion. In the south, things were different from the beginning 
of the divided monarchy in the early 9th century b.c. There the Davidic 
line of kings continued upon the throne; Jerusalem, where Yahweh’s 
“name” dwelt exclusively in his Temple, remained as the political and reli¬ 
gious capita], and the Sinai Covenant with Israel and its obligations be¬ 
came the central focus of religion. Much of this, however, was theoretical 
— more part of the Deuteronomistic propaganda of the “state cult” in the 
south than it was the reality. The fact is that virtually all the “Davidic” 
kings were corrupt; the Jerusalem Temple was never the center of religious 
life; and “covenant theology” developed only late and probably never af¬ 
fected the religious practices of the majority. Furthermore, the ascendancy 
of the Deuteronomistic school reflects the growth of a normative theology 
that gradually came into conflict with traditional folk practice. Thus by the 
8th century b.c., monotheism is presented as the only acceptable ideal, and 
according to the biblical writers it had in fact been so from the days in the 
wilderness. Then, by the 7th century b.c., “Mosaic monotheism” was en¬ 
shrined permanently in the literary tradition as this was now taking shape. 
It is this final yet still theological, stage of Israelite religion that has been 
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taken by scholars until recently as ''normative.” But it is largely a late liter¬ 
ary construct — "Book religion” as I have argued here. 

The Deuteronomistic parties and their orthodox theological agenda 
were buttressed powerfully by the 8th-7th-century b.c. prophetic move¬ 
ment in the south (on their counterparts in the north, see above). An ear¬ 
lier generation of scholars described the prophetic message as "ethical 
monotheism,” that is, as superior to the supposedly sterile legislation and 
obsession with "ritual purity” of the priests (this was typically a Protestant 
characterization). But Bernhard Lang regarded this perhaps more appro¬ 
priately as part of the "Yahweh alone” movement in his Monotheism and 
the Prophetic Minority (1983). Note the last word; the prophets, in their 
outspoken opposition to polytheistic folk religion, were indeed a minority. 
They burst on the scene relatively late, but dramatically, and they spoke 
with religious fervor. But their message was too extreme — too diametri¬ 
cally opposed to traditional religious beliefs and practices — to have been 
widely accepted, at least at first. Today we read the prophets with admira¬ 
tion as representing the highest spiritual achievement of Israelite religion. 
But their eloquent calls for social justice were either unheard or ignored in 
their own day. Had it not been for a small circle of fiercely faithful disciples 
who collected their works later, the prophetic works would likely never 
have been preserved. They certainly would not have found their way into 
the canonical literature. There, together with the works of their visionary 
partners the Deuteronomists, the prophetic writings form what some have 
called "the Bible, a minority report.” 

The greatest prophet of the 8th century b.c. (perhaps the greatest of 
all) was Isaiah, whose career overlapped with that of the first Judean 
reformer-king, Hezekiah (715-687/6 b.c.). But only chapters 1-39 of the 
book now bearing his name are to be attributed to the historical Isaiah. 
And even this portion has probably been added to and edited later, in the 
light of the bitter experience of the exile and aftermath. Thus Isaiah's 
"foretelling the future” is a retrojection from a later era, when monotheism 
actually was the reality, and Isaiah's "predictions” seemed to have been ful¬ 
filled. Yet the original historical Isaiah (about whom we know almost 
nothing personally) is portrayed in II Kings 19-20 as Hezekiah's mentor 
and principal advisor in his efforts at reform. 

Assuming that it was Isaiah and prophetic sympathizers who sup¬ 
plied the theological rationale for Hezekiah's attempted reforms, the spe¬ 
cifics are significant. Among these are (1) removing the high places 
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(bamot); (2) tearing down the standing stones (massebot); (3) cutting 
down the “Asherah” trees or poles, and (4) breaking up a bronze serpent 
that was called “Nehushtan” and was used for burning incense (II Kings 
18:3, 4). All these acts are aimed at polytheism in general, and the worship 
of Asherah in particular. And even though Lang states that “Isaiah was no 
Yahweh-aloneist” (1983:36), these iconoclastic acts would seem to be the 
logical extension of such passages as the prophecy in Isaiah 27:9 (although 
this passage is a later insertion). Yahweh will make “all the stones of the al¬ 
tars like chalk stones crushed to pieces, no Asherim or incense altars will 
remain standing.” Furthermore, in Isaiah cultic reform is the primary fo¬ 
cus, and the impetus for this, although not often explicitly stated, is cer¬ 
tainly monotheistic Yahwism. Isaiah foresees a day when all 

will look to the Holy One of Israel; they will not have regard for the al¬ 
tars, for the work of their hands, and they will not look to what their 
own fingers have made, either the Asherim or the altars of incense (Isa¬ 
iah 17:7, 8). 

And it is in character for later disciples of this Isaiah to mock those who 
make idols of ordinary materials with their own hands, then fall down to 
worship them (Isaiah 44:9-20). 

The other 8th-century b.c. prophet in the south who castigated folk 
religion was Micah. He also overlapped with Hezekiah (Micah 1:1), and his 
message was also consonant with purging the state cult of its “official 
syncretism” (to use Albertz’s phrase again): 

All this is for the transgression of Jacob 
and for the sins of the house of Israel. 

What is the transgression of Jacob? 

Is it not Samaria? 

And what is the sin of the house of Judah? 

Is it not Jerusalem? 

Therefore I will make Samaria a heap in the open country, 
a place for planting vineyards; 
and I will pour down her stones into the valley, 
and uncover her foundations. 

All her images shall be beaten to pieces, 
all her hires shall be burned with fire, 
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and all her idols I will lay waste; 

for from the hire of a harlot she gathered them, 

and to the hire of a harlot they shall return. (Micah 1:5-7) 

But like Isaiah, Micah not only requires exclusive loyalty to Yahweh, he also 
calls for the rightful expression of this belief in terms of social justice (the 
“ethical monotheism” of earlier scholars). He thunders: 

Woe to those who devise wickedness 
And work evil upon their beds! 

When the morning dawns, they perform it, 
because it is in the power of their hand. 

They covet fields, and seize them; 

and houses, and take them away; 
they oppress a man and his house, 

a man and his inheritance. (Micah 2:1, 2) 

The message of Micah may seem somewhat contradictory. On the 
one hand, he attacks the polytheism that must have been the stock-in- 
trade of folk religion. On the other hand, he is a passionate defender of the 
economic rights of ordinary folk, attacking the nobility “who eat the flesh 
of my people, and flay their skin from off them” (Micah 3:3). And in the 
end, Micah's vision of “the good life” is a populist one. 

He shall judge between many peoples, 
and shall decide for strong nations afar off; 
and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, 
and their spears into pruning hooks; 
nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 
neither shall they learn war any more; 

but they shall sit every man under his vine and under his fig tree, 
and none shall make them afraid; 

for the mouth of the Lord of hosts has spoken. (Micah 4:3, 4) 

Roughly a century after Hezekiah and his prophetic collaborators 
mounted their attack on both the “state cult” and folk religion, the 
“Yahweh alone” parties gained momentum. Part of the apparent success 
was due to their client Hezekiah, who with Isaiah's support and reassur- 
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ance was able to fend off the attempt of the Neo-Assyrian king Sen¬ 
nacherib to seize Jerusalem in 701 b.c. (II Kings 18:13-19:37 and Isaiah 36, 
37). Then in the late 7th century b.c., Josiah attempts an even more far- 
reaching reform, described in detail in II Kings 23. And the encourage¬ 
ment and support of the prophet Jeremiah is strongly implied (cf. 
II Kings 23:2 and Jeremiah 1:1-2. 

Josiah's reawakening religious conscience was apparently inspired by 
the “discovery” of the long lost “book of the law” (that is, “of Moses”) hid¬ 
den away in the Temple archives (II Kings 22:3-23:3). When the scroll was 
brought to Josiah and read to him, he was extremely distraught and fear¬ 
ful: “Great is the wrath of the Lord that is kindled against us, because our 
fathers have not obeyed the words of this book” (II Kings 22:13). As I noted 
above, the scroll that then becomes the Constitution of Josiah’s reforms was 
almost certainly planted in the Temple by members of the Deuterono- 
mistic parties, whose orthodox monotheistic agenda they attributed to 
Moses. What better way to start a revolution than by rediscovering a lost 
work of the founder, Moses? If this seems deceptive, we might remember 
that, as Lang puts it, “Yahweh-aloneists stop at nothing to achieve their ob¬ 
jectives,” and that “religious zeal shrinks at no methods” (1983:39). 

The specific measures that Josiah took are outlined in II Kings 23 and 
have been discussed above. Again, as with Hezekiah’s reforms, these acts 
are aimed at folk religion — here not out in the boondocks where people 
may be expected to be “pagan,” but rather in the Jerusalem Temple and the 
“official” cult. Of particular interest are the numerous references to the 
cult of Asherah (II Kings 23:4-14 and above). 

There have been so many scholarly analyses of II Kings 23 that such 
studies almost amount to a cottage industry. But most authorities regard 
the whole story of “Josiah's reforms” as simply a piece of Deuteronomistic 
propaganda. That may be, and it would seem reasonable given the “Mosaic 
bias” of the reform parties. And perhaps the attempted reforms were un¬ 
successful, which would also be reasonable. Certainly folk religion per¬ 
sisted well into the exile and beyond, as Ackerman has shown (1992). How¬ 
ever that may be, I have recently written an “archaeological commentary” 
on II Kings 23 (1994a), looking at the Josianic reforms in the light of what 
we actually know of the religious situation in 7th-century Judah. Despite 
the biblical biases, and quite apart from the question of Josiah’s “success,” 
the portrait of folk religion in II Kings 23 is accurate in every detail. 

There are two intriguing bits of archaeological evidence that are rele- 
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vant to the account of the Josianic reform. First, the date of the Judean 
pillar-base figurines, which I discussed extensively in Chapter V and re¬ 
lated to the cult of Asherah, can now be narrowed to the late 8th and par¬ 
ticularly the 7th century b.c. (Kletter 1996; 2001). That means that the 
“Asherah” figurines were flourishing precisely during the attempted re¬ 
forms of Hezekiah and Josiah,one of whose principal objectives was elimi¬ 
nating the cult of Asherah. Again, the biblical writers, despite (or because 
of) their polemics knew what they were talking about. Folk religion was 
not only perceived as a threat to their agenda, it was a threat to their 
agenda. The continued use — even the growing popularity — of the 
Asherah figurines in the late 7th century b.c. proves just how popular and 
persistent her cult was, right to the end of the monarchy. 

The second piece of archaeological evidence comes from the temple 
at Arad, near Beersheba, discussed above (Chapter V). It may be recalled 
that this three-room temple, constructed it now seems in the early-mid 8th 
century b.c. (Str. 10), was deliberately put out of use somewhat later in that 
century (the end of Str. 9). The building itself was clearly not destroyed, 
but the large standing stone (massebah) in the back of the holy of holies 
and the two squarish stone incense altars flanking the entrance to this in¬ 
ner chamber were found carefully laid on their sides. They had then been 
covered over completely by an earthen floor and new walls (in Str. 8). The 
large altar in the open courtyard was similarly buried. 

Thus the Arad temple underwent deliberate alterations in the late 8th 
century b.c. that put it out of use as a sacred structure. Many biblical 
scholars have been reluctant to follow Aharoni in attributing the disman¬ 
tling of the Arad temple to the reforms of Hezekiah, who is said to have 
“removed the high places” (II Kings 18:4) in accordance with the 
Deuteronomists' program of centering all worship in the Jerusalem Tem¬ 
ple. It may be that Aharoni's original hasty interpretation was an example 
of bad “biblical archaeology.” But Herzog's detailed, dispassionate reexam¬ 
ination of all the evidence (2001), while rejecting Aharoni's flawed field 
methods, reaches essentially the same conclusions. And as an archaeologist 
who had been highly critical of the Arad excavations in the 1960s, I concur 
with Herzog. Here we do have dramatic external confirmation that Heze¬ 
kiah did attempt to remove local shrines and sanctuaries. And unlike the 
case with the attempt to prohibit the female figurines, here he was appar¬ 
ently successful. 

In conclusion, it is clear as I have argued frequently here that the real 
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religions of ancient Judah consisted largely of everything that the biblical 
writers condemned. The inevitable clash of “Book” religion with folk reli¬ 
gion had been nearly 600 years in the making, and now that the Book was 
taking shape the denouement had come. What would be the result? When 
and how — and why — would monotheism triumph over polytheism? 
Would this be the religion of “Israel” any longer, or would it become the 
religion of Judaism? 


The Fall of Judah and Religious Crisis 

The end of the southern kingdom of Judah and the fall of Jerusalem at the 
hands of Nebuchadnezzar in 586 b.c. were as predictable as the end of the 
northern kingdom a century and a half earlier. And indeed the prophets 
had predicted both — and had blamed both national tragedies on the peo¬ 
ple's wanton betrayal of Yahweh. Their punishment was deserved, precisely 
because Yahweh was just: “just deserts ” 

The southern kingdom of Judah was the sole survivor of the larger 
catastrophe, hanging on until the early 6th century b.c., after the disap¬ 
pearance of the northern kingdom (the “ten lost Tribes of Israel”). So let 
us deal only with ludah and how the Neo-Babylonian victory and the exile 
of the leadership affected the situation, religious life in particular, (x) First, 
the Temple — locus of Yahweh's effective presence among his people and 
sign of his covenant forever — was destroyed. Nothing could have been 
more devastating, for even though the Temple had been largely rather dis¬ 
tant from the everyday lives of most people, it was nevertheless a powerful 
symbol of national identity. (2) Second, the priesthood was now dimin¬ 
ished, the only official religious leadership that existed, even though this, 
too, had been somewhat remote. (3) Third, although it was mostly the elite 
classes that had been deported, and only the “poor of the land” were left 
(II Kings 25:12 ), family life for the survivors was severely disrupted. And the 
family life of ordinary people had been the place where folk religion had 
flourished. Now, with the loss of the state and “Israelite” identity, there was 
little economic or social context for folk religion. Individuals were on their 
own — impoverished, isolated, and confused. If folk religion had been the 
counterfoil of “Book religion,” Book religion and the people who wrote 
the Book seemed now to be gone forever. Inexplicably, however, the Book 
would prevail. In the meanwhile, Yahweh, the “omnipotent” God of Israel, 
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had been routed by the Babylonian god Marduk. But even in defeat, his 
vow of vengeance upon Israel had been fulfilled: 

Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, Behold, I am bringing upon Jeru¬ 
salem and Judah such evil that the ears of every one who hears of it will 
tingle. And I will stretch over Jerusalem the measuring line of Samaria, 
and the plummet of the house of Ahab; and I will wipe Jerusalem as one 
wipes a dish, wiping it and turning it upside down. And I will cast off the 
remnant of my heritage, and give them into the hand of their enemies, 
and they shall become a prey and a spoil to all their enemies, because 
they have done what is evil in my sight and have provoked me to anger, 
since the day their fathers came out of Egypt, even to this day (II Kings 
21:12-15). 

The prophet Ezekiel lived through this horror. He accompanied 
some of the earlier captives to Babylon and continued his prophetic minis¬ 
try there. And Ezekiel, the most morbid of all the prophets of doom, sur¬ 
vived to experience his famous vision of the “Valley of the Dry Bones'' 
(Ezekiel 37). So Yahweh was not dead, not powerless, after all. And out of 
his great mercy he says to his people: 

Behold, I will open your graves, and raise you from your graves; and I 
will bring you home into the land of Israel. And you shall know that I 
am the Lord (Ezekiel 37:12,13). 

Yet Ezekiel is, above all, a realist. No prophet, no biblical writer, is as 
scathing as he in describing the continuing apostasy of Israel, even after 
the conflagration and exile that should have taught them the folly of their 
ways. In some oracles he complains again and again about the high places; 
the pagan altars; the standing stones; the idols; the incense burning; the 
child sacrifice; the harlotry (Ezekiel 6:4-13; 16:15-44). For Ezekiel, these are 
all “Canaanite" abominations; yet he recognizes how completely Israel had 
assimilated them. His protest is poignant, but it reveals the true measure of 
Israelite accommodation: 

Your origin and your birth are of the land of the Canaanites; 
your father was an Amorite, and your mother a Hittite. 

(Ezekiel 16:2) 
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In any case, Yahweh's judgment is certain, and the punishment of his 
faithless people is deserved. 

Behold, I, I will destroy your high places. Your altars shall become deso¬ 
late, and your incense altars shall be broken; and I will cast down your 
slain before your idols. And I will lay the dead bodies of the people of Is¬ 
rael before their idols; and I will scatter your bones round about your al¬ 
tars. Wherever you dwell your cities shall be waste and your high places 
ruined, so that your altars will be waste and ruined, your idols broken 
and destroyed, your incense altars cut down, and your works wiped out. 
And the slain shall fall in the midst of you, and you shall know that I am 
the Lord (Ezekiel 6:3-7). 


The Empty Land 

The book of Kings, which was supplemented and reworked during the ex¬ 
ile, recounts the fall of Judah in its last two chapters (24, 25). According to 
this account, 10,000 people had already been deported under Jehoiachin, 
the next-to-last king, including virtually all the leadership (the “men of 
valor”) and the professional classes. Only the “poor of the land” remained 
(II Kings 24:14). That would have been in 397 b.c. When Jerusalem finally 
fell in 386 b.c., the biblical writers state that Nebuchadnezzar “broke down 
the walls around Jerusalem” and carried off into exile the remainder, not¬ 
ing again that there were left only “some of the poorest of the land to be 
vine dressers and plowmen” (II Kings 25:10-12). 

These accounts, together with the story of Cyrus the Persian king's 
freeing of many captives to allow them to return to Judah after 538 b.c. 
(Ezra 1-2), have given rise to what some recent scholars have called “the 
myth of the empty land” (Barstad 1996). Biblical revisionists have seized 
upon this notion (which the biblical writers never actually claim) to argue 
that here we have the second of two “foundation myths” concocted by later 
Judaism (the first being, of course, the “exodus and conquest”). The ar¬ 
chaeology of the Persian period in Palestine is said to support the idea that 
the biblical “exile” is fiction (a convenient argument, since the Persian pe¬ 
riod is so poorly known that almost any kind of claim can be made). 

For our purposes here, the numbers don't really matter much, since 
despite skeptics Jerusalem did fall; the Temple was destroyed; and parts of 
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Judah were depopulated. And these events precipitated a religious as well 
as a political crisis that brought the religions of ancient Israel to an end 
over the next half-century or so. Thus were laid the foundations for what 
we must call Judaism, beginning under Ezra and the returnees (below). 
That such changes did take place over time is beyond reasonable doubt. It 
only remains to speculate how and why — in particular, with respect to the 
ways in which traditional Israelite polytheism evolved into monotheism. 


Out of the Ashes 

What possible good could come out of the fall of Judah, the destruction of 
the Temple, the exile of so many to Babylon? By all reasonable expecta¬ 
tions, nothing should have survived such a catastrophe. This ought to have 
been the end of the story. In fact, it was only the beginning of a new chap¬ 
ter. The wretched survivors, straggling their way on foot to Babylon hun¬ 
dreds of miles away, to a foreign land, took with them in their knapsacks 
all they had: a few scrolls. These precious possessions were the collected 
writings that would soon form the core of the Hebrew Bible — the Penta¬ 
teuch; the great historical epic contained in the books of Joshua through 
Kings; and the classical Hebrew prophetic works. 

The supreme irony of Israelite and Jewish history is that the first ed¬ 
ited version of the Hebrew Bible was not a product of the Jerusalem Tem¬ 
ple and court in their heyday, but of the experience of slavery, destitution, 
and despair in a foreign land. There the faith that we think of as “biblical” 
was born, after Israel's history was over. Thus “Book religion” triumphed 
over life — and over death as well. Yet herein lies a mystery: why did trag¬ 
edy issue in what many regard as the sublime achievement of ancient Israel 
and the biblical tradition, monotheism? Shouldn't this tragedy have meant 
not only the death of all the other gods, but also of Yahweh, who seemed to 
have deserted his people? 


Toward One God 

A generation ago, when I was a graduate student, biblical scholars were 
nearly unanimous in thinking that monotheism had been predominant in 
ancient Israelite religion from the beginning — not just as an “ideal,” but 
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as the reality. Today all that has changed. Virtually all mainstream scholars 
(and even a few conservatives) acknowledge that true monotheism 
emerged only in the period of the exile in Babylon in the 6th century b.c., 
as the canon of the Hebrew Bible was taking shape. That is why van der 
Toorn's term, which I have used here — "Book religion”— is so appropri¬ 
ate. Monotheism did not arise out of folk religion, out of common prac¬ 
tice, but rather out of theological reflection after the fact. This reflection on 
experience, including disaster, is what informs the Hebrew Bible. 

The Bible is thus ''revisionist history,” revised on the basis of the les¬ 
sons that the authors presumed to have drawn from their own stormy his¬ 
tory. The fundamental lesson for them was that Yahweh was indeed a 
"jealous god,” punishing those who flirted with other gods. The conclu¬ 
sion? Don't do this again! And many of the exiles in Babylon, as well as 
the remnant left back in Judah, learned that lesson. Nothing teaches us 
like pain. If some readers find my explanation for the rise of monotheism 
simplistic (that is, "functional”), I sympathize. But I can do no better, nor 
can any other historian. Some things remain mysteries, and we can only 
speculate. 

The context of the new emphasis on exclusive Yahwism is clear, how¬ 
ever. Ezra, a "scribe skilled in the law of Moses” (Ezra 7:6,12, 21), is usually 
credited with leading the restoration and reforms (his career begins either 
in 458 b.c. or 398 b.c.). He based himself apparently on the Pentateuch, 
which had already been edited into very much its present form. Ezra and 
his disciples would also have possessed what we have called here the com¬ 
pleted "Deuteronomistic history” (Joshua through Kings) and most of the 
canonical prophetic works. Thus Scripture ("holy writings”) — the "Law” 
and its interpretation by professional clerics — became normative for reli¬ 
gious life, replacing the Temple and the old priesthood. And needless to 
say, the new source of authority completely abrogated the traditional inde¬ 
pendence of the family and clan where folk religion had flourished during 
the settlement period and the monarchy. These profound changes in the 
very foundations of religious beliefs and practices were what occasioned 
the ascendancy of "Book religion.” 

As an instructive example of the coercive power of the Book and of 
the "new orthodoxy,” we may look at one of Ezra's first actions upon as¬ 
suming leadership back in Jerusalem (Ezra 9-10). He gathered a large as¬ 
sembly, including community leaders, and presented himself to them, 
"weeping and casting himself down before the house of God.” Ezra is dis- 
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traught because “from the days of our fathers to this day we have been in 
great guilt” For the people's iniquities they had been delivered into the 
hands of conquerors, “to the sword, to captivity, to plundering, and to ut¬ 
ter shame” Now, however, Ezra declares that there is a “brief moment” of 
opportunity, of hope. The people are deeply moved and respond by admit¬ 
ting that they had “broken faith with God,” especially in marrying foreign 
women among the non-Israelites brought into the land by the Babylo¬ 
nians. They resolve to divorce their wives and put away their children be¬ 
cause they “tremble at the commandment of God” and vow to do every¬ 
thing “according to the law” (Ezra 10:1-6). 

It is difficult to imagine a more radical departure from traditional 
folk religion, which centered upon the family. Now, conformity with the 
written law supersedes the old family values; theology trumps real life. 
There is only one God, rigidly male; and he is a jealous god, demanding, 
vengeful. Perhaps it is not too much to say that the men who wrote the Bi¬ 
ble and henceforth will dominate the cult now have “their” god firmly in 
control at last. Asherah has finally been driven underground, and with her 
disappearance what little voice women had was silenced. 

But what is the “monotheism” that was finally achieved? And de¬ 
pending on how we define monotheism, did it perhaps have some prece¬ 
dents? Monotheism is usually defined as “belief in only one god” (from the 
Greek etymology). But that is theological (or philosophical) monotheism. 
It does not preclude acknowledging the existence of other deities, even if 
they are regarded as lesser gods, and not actually worshipped. And the the¬ 
oretical “belief” in one god may not affect practice all that much. 

Some would argue that we are dealing not with monotheism, but 
with “monolatry,” the pragmatic preference for one god among the many 
who are presumed to exist. Others call it “henotheism,” the elevation of 
one's own national god to a preeminent position, while tacitly admitting 
that other nations have their own gods (although they may be dismissed as 
impotent). I have already suggested above that ancient Israelite religion 
from the beginning looked at matters in this very practical way. Folk reli¬ 
gion — always the dominant expression — was grounded in real-life expe¬ 
riences, not in esoteric intellectual exercises. And if one had a variety of 
needs, then a variety of deities “made sense.” Why not? All the other na¬ 
tions had multiple deities. 

Yet in the end, in the “twilight of the gods,” these deities all failed — 
even Asherah. To the Babylonian exiles, as well as those left behind in Ju- 


296 



From Polytheism to Monotheism 


dah, it must have seemed that the whole world created by their gods had 
ended; and for them, it had. Henceforth the very notion of divinity would 
have to be radically rethought, if any of the gods were to be resurrected. 
That rethinking began, against all odds, during the exile, and it was codi¬ 
fied in the systematic theological formulations of Ezra and his followers 
during the return in the late 6th and 5th centuries b.c. 


Why Monotheism? and Whither? 

I have suggested, along with most scholars, that the emergence of mono¬ 
theism — of exclusive Yahwism — was largely a response to the tragic ex¬ 
perience of the exile. It was, in effect, a "rationalization” of defeat, an at¬ 
tempt to forge a new identity and destiny for a people who otherwise 
would have been left without hope. Thus there came into being the "New 
Israel” envisioned by the later prophets, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and especially 
Second Isaiah (chapters 40-66, by later hands). 

Jeremiah foresees Yahweh’s promise of restoration: 

Now therefore thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, concerning this city 
of which you say, "It is given into the hand of the king of Babylon by 
sword, by famine, and by pestilence”: Behold, I will gather them from all 
the countries to which I drove them in my anger and my wrath and in 
great indignation; I will bring them back to this place, and I will make 
them dwell in safety. And they shall be my people, and I will be their 
God. (Jeremiah 32:36-38) 

It is Isaiah, however, who is most eloquent and universal in his vision of 
the New Israel: 

Arise, shine; for your light has come, 

And the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. 

For behold, darkness shall cover the earth, 
and thick darkness the peoples; 
but the Lord will arise upon you, 

and his glory will be seen upon you. 

And nations shall come to your light, 

and kings to the brightness of your rising. (Isaiah 60:1-3) 
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Break forth together into singing, 
you waste places of Jerusalem; 
for the Lord has comforted his people, 
he has redeemed Jerusalem. 

The Lord has bared his holy arm 
before the eyes of all the nations; 
and all the ends of the earth shall see 

the salvation of our God. (Isaiah 52:9,10) 

It is in such late prophets, who lived through the fall of Judah and 
into the exile, that we find two new religious concepts. (1) First, Israel is 
“elected” not to special privilege, but to service on behalf of all peoples — 
in short, a move from parochialism to universalism. (2) Second, we find a 
heightened moral sensibility accompanying this new vision of Yahweh as 
the God of all nations — the “ethical monotheism” of which a former gen¬ 
eration of scholars spoke. It continues and expands the ethical imperatives 
of Isaiah's and Jeremiah's predecessors Amos, Hosea, and Micah: justice 
and mercy are more important than sacrifice and other cultic perfor¬ 
mances. (One may suggest that folk religion had always felt that way.) 

Having looked at both the negative aspect of monotheism and the Law 
(legalism and exclusivity), as well as at their better prospects (universal jus¬ 
tice), we still have not satisfactorily explained why monotheism developed at 
all. In the history of religions, monotheism is a late, very restricted, and even 
somewhat arbitrary development. From a secular perspective, it could even 
be argued that monotheism does not necessarily represent “progress,” be¬ 
cause it is in some ways less sophisticated — that is, less comprehensive, less 
flexible, less natural. In any case, it is not polytheism that needs to be ex¬ 
plained, but rather monotheism. (Of course, for many believers all this was 
simply another stage in the unfolding of God's mysterious plans.) 

Some attempts to explain the transformation of polytheism during 
the exile invoke a changed “social context” During the monarchy, Israel 
had been relatively isolated, and its worldview was correspondingly re¬ 
stricted. But during the exile, Israel's surviving leaders were suddenly ex¬ 
posed to the larger outside world, where there were now other national 
gods who had to be taken seriously. If Yahweh's reputation was to be sal¬ 
vaged, the picture of him must somehow be enlarged to embrace “the na¬ 
tions.” Ironically, as Judah's political fortunes were reduced, its religious vi¬ 
sion expanded. Correspondingly, the rethinking resulting from the 
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collapse of the monarchy and the destruction of the Temple meant that the 
“monarchic” metaphor for earthly and heavenly kings was less convincing. 
As Smith puts it, “the original inspiration for so much religious discourse 
of Temple prayer and sacrifice, of divinity and cosmos, would lie largely 
dormant in the meantime” (2002b:26). 

I would go even further. I don't think that the Deuteronomists' 
“Temple theology” ever had much to do with the realities of local and fam¬ 
ily folk religion. And I doubt whether the written version of official reli¬ 
gion — “literary piety,” as in the Psalms — was widespread in a largely illit¬ 
erate society. Even the “Ten Commandments” in their present form were 
probably peripheral to most people's lives, along with the “Sinai” and 
“Mosaic covenant” themes. There probably was a historical Moses, who in¬ 
troduced the desert deity Yahweh to tribal groups in the Sinai. And “Mo¬ 
saic” traditions may have lingered, at least orally, throughout the monar¬ 
chy, even in folk religion. But the promotion of Moses to the position of 
“founder of Israelite religion,” the elevation of “law” to a preeminent posi¬ 
tion, is almost certainly the product of the 7th-6th century b.c. Deuter- 
onomistic theological agenda. 

These are all late theological and literary constructs propagated by ex¬ 
tremists toward the very end of the monarchy — right-wing, orthodox, 
nationalist parties. These concepts became normative only when “Book re¬ 
ligion” came to the fore, as the new “Jewish” community began the process 
that would lead eventually to the formation of canonical Scripture. 


Archaeological Evidence for Reforms 

Thus far the evidence we have surveyed for the emergence of monotheism 
has been textual, and the biblical texts are always somewhat suspect as be¬ 
ing biased, especially on this subject. Is there any external, corroborating 
evidence from archaeology? Here, for a change, an “argument from si¬ 
lence” is helpful. What is conspicuous in the archaeology of the province 
of “Yehud” in the Persian era in the late 6th-4th century b.c. — the biblical 
period of “the return from exile” — is the complete absence of all the evi¬ 
dence of polytheism that we have surveyed above. That includes high 
places (bamot); local shrines and sanctuaries of all kinds; Hebrew cultic in¬ 
scriptions; and especially the female figurines. All these things end with 
the end of the Iron Age, sometime in the mid-6th century b.c. 
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To be sure, Ackerman (1992) and others have shown that polytheistic 
folk religion persisted well into the exile, as we know from such texts as Jere¬ 
miah 7 and 44, Ezekiel 8, and Isaiah 57 and 65. So the abandonment of old 
ways did not occur overnight. And for the biblical writers, beginning with the 
“Yahweh alone” movement of the Deuteronomists and the prophets of the 
7th century b.c., this was their vindication. The test of “true” versus “false” 
prophecy was always whether the prophecy was fulfilled, and Yahwehfs prom¬ 
ised triumph in the “New Israel” seemed now to have happened. 


The Afterglow 

Archaeological evidence shows that polytheistic practices died out at the 
end of the Iron Age and monotheism prevailed in the Persian period and 
later. But some vestiges of folk religion did survive in later Judaism. Most 
of these have to do with magic and mysticism. 


Magic Bowls and the Goddess Lilith 

The clearest evidence comes from a series of small “incantation bowls” 
with a text written around the inside in Aramaic (now the language of the 
Jewish community). Dozens of them were found in a 6th-7th-century a.d. 
context at Nippur in southern Iraq, where there had been a Jewish popula¬ 
tion for centuries. And there are examples elsewhere in Jewish contexts. 
The texts make it clear that these bowls were used by Jews to protect them 
against the night goddess “Lilith,” who was a ghostly demon, sometimes a 
consort of the male gods, who steals children at night (Patai 1990:221-254). 
Lilith is known as early as the 3rd millennium b.c. in Mesopotamia, but 
she becomes especially feared in the eastern Mediterranean world in late 
antiquity. Some of the incantation bowls picture her on the bottom, naked, 
with long loose hair, pointed breasts, exaggerated pubic triangle, and 
chained ankles. The texts are very explicit about her. One reads in part: 

Hag and Snatcher, I adjure you by the Strong One of Abraham, by the 
Rock of Isaac, by the Shaddai of Jacob, by Yah (is) his name.... I adjure 
you to turn away from this Rashnoi, the daughter of Marath (Patai 
1990:226). 
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Here the epithets of Yahweh are striking: they mirror precisely the 
old “patriarchal” names discussed above. It is also worth pointing out that 
Lilith is a consort of male deities, as Asherah was. 


“Asherah Abscondita” and Jewish Mysticism 

In later Jewish traditions, Lilith does in fact have a counterpart in another fe¬ 
male divine figure, the “Shekinah” (Patai 1999:96-220). Here we come to one 
of the most fascinating bodies of Jewish lore: the medieval mystical tradition 
known as the Kabbala, in which a feminine figure, the “Shekinah,” comes to 
represent God’s earthly presence (below). The notion, although late in the 
evolution of Judaism, clearly goes back to the biblical idea of Yahweh’s “name” 
— his effective cultic presence — which dwells in the tabernacle tent in the 
wilderness ( mishkan , from the same verbal root as Shekinah, “to dwell”). In 
later biblical texts such as Job and Proverbs, there is a tendency toward 
“hypostatizing” particular divine attributes, that is, personifying individual 
traits and elevating them almost to the status of independent deities. Thus 
“Lady Wisdom” (Hebrew hokmd; later Greek Sophia) appears in several texts 
(Job 28:12-28; Proverbs 1:20-33; 3:7-19; 8:1-36; 9:1-18). It is significant that Lady 
Wisdom is portrayed in these biblical texts as a partner with Yahweh in cre¬ 
ation; that she goes about on her own, speaking publicly for Yahweh; that she 
brings specific blessings and long life; and, above all, that “she is a tree of life to 
them that lay hold upon her” (Proverbs 3:18). All these traits and activities 
sound like Yahweh; but they also sound like Asherah, do they not? 

In somewhat later Jewish sources, like the Apocryphal books (3rd 
century B.c.-ist century a.d.), Philo of Alexandria (1st century a.d.), the 
targums (Aramaic translations, Roman times), and the Talmud (commen¬ 
taries, late Roman-Byzantine), the Shekinah appears regularly. By the 3rd 
century a.d. she is already thought of in some circles as a separate divine 
entity, ever referred to as God’s “Holy Spirit.” But a real “doctrine” of the 
Shekinah does not develop until the late 13th century a.d. in Spain, when 
Moses de Leon wrote a mystical work called the Zohar (“Book of Splen¬ 
dor”), crystallizing no doubt earlier Kabbalistic thought. The Zohar became 
extremely popular throughout European Jewry, and by the 17th century it 
had spawned an influential “school” at Safad in upper Galilee in what was 
then Ottoman Palestine. Kabbalistic writings and sects proliferated, in spite 
of some Rabbinical opposition, until the Jewish Enlightenment (haskala) in 
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the 18th century a.d. drove the movement underground. In recent years, 
however, Kabbalistic thought has enjoyed a resurgence of popularity, due in 
part to the magisterial works of the Israeli scholar Gershom Scholem. 

The literature is too divergent and Kabbalistc thinking is too fluid to 
permit a summary here (see Scholem 1974; Silberman 1998). But several as¬ 
pects of Kabbala are noteworthy for our purposes, especially the names and 
the role of the feminine figure as opposed to the male figure. He, obviously 
God, is called the “Father” (or “Y,” for “Yahweh”); she is the “Mother,” “Su¬ 
pernal Mother,” the “Matronit,” the “Shekinah” (even “Bride” in some texts). 
The sexual imagery in this esoteric mystical literature, little known to mod¬ 
erns, even Jews, is striking. The pair are lovers, so close that they are insepa¬ 
rable, indeed almost a composite androgynous deity. Some descriptions of 
love-making are graphic. 

When the seed of the Righteous is about to be ejaculated, he does not 
have to seek the Female, for she abides with him, never leaves him, and is 
always in readiness for him. His seed flows not save when the Female is 
ready; and when they both as one desire each other; and they unite in a 
single embrace, and never separate.... Thus the Righteous is never for¬ 
saken. (Patai 1990:124) 

It is not surprising that humans are encouraged to emulate the gods. 
Kabbalism, no doubt building on older traditions of the proper obser¬ 
vance of the Sabbath, came to endow the performance of sexual inter¬ 
course on Friday evening with cosmic significance. As Patai puts it, they 
“turned the Sabbath itself into a veritable divine queen, the bride of God 
himself” (Patai 1990:257). Thus the Kabbalists celebrated the divine, as well 
as their own, sexual union on the Sabbath. 

When is a man called complete in his resemblance to the Supernal? 
When he couples with his spouse in oneness, joy, and pleasure, and a son 
and a daughter issue from him and his female. This is the complete man 
resembling the Above: he is complete below after the pattern of the Su¬ 
pernal Holy Name, and the Supernal Holy Name is applied to him. 
(Patai 1990:130) 

In Kabbalistic piety the Sabbath itself took on a special, earthy, even 
sexual significance. On Friday evening, the Sabbath was identified with 
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the Shekinah returning to earth from heaven, and she/it was hailed as 
“Queen Sabbath” as the “Bride” A wedding song was sung to welcome 
her, lekha dodi , “Come, my Beloved” — not surprisingly, based on the 
biblical Song of Songs (or Solomon), an old erotic oriental love-song. In 
Jewish congregations still today, the congregation turns to face the back 
door and sings this song to greet the Sabbath. The old mythology is for¬ 
gotten, but the Sabbath is really Yahweh's bride , come to reunite both with 
him and with the people of Israel. As Patai describes the Friday night fam¬ 
ily ritual: 

With the Sabbath, a queenly visitor entered even the humblest abode, 
which, due to her presence, was transformed into a royal palace, with the 
table set, the candles burning, and the wine waiting. The mistress was 
also identical with the Shekhina, the divine Matronit, God's own consort. 
As for the master of the house, he felt his chest swell and his conscious¬ 
ness expand due to the “additional soul” which came down from on high 
to inhabit his body for the duration of the Sabbath. (Patai 1990:275) 

The Rabbis were aware, of course, that the veneration of the Shek¬ 
inah as a divine entity raised the old specter of polytheism. They them¬ 
selves were sophisticated enough to know that the Kabbala was “myth,” not 
Scripture. But ordinary, untutored folk could not and did not need to 
make such a distinction. In the enormous popularity of the Shekinah, later 
Jewish folk religion found its real needs met once again, as Asherah had 
met them long ago. Scholem was reluctant to make that direct connection, 
arguing that there was too long a gap between the biblical world and the 
Zohar — a “missing link,' he said. Nearly 20 years ago I read a paper at na¬ 
tional professional meetings entitled “Asherah Abscondita: The Changing 
Fortunes of the Mother Goddess in Judaism and Christianity,” arguing 
that archaeology had now supplied Scholem's “missing link” My colleagues 
seemed a bit embarrassed and dissuaded me from publishing it. But now 
Patai agrees fully (1990:276; elsewhere citing my publications). He also 
compares the “invention” of a Jewish female deity to “Mary, Mother of 
God” in Roman Catholic piety, as I had done earlier. 

My point has always been that in time orthodoxy drove the Great 
Mother underground, where she was almost forgotten for centuries, until 
popular piety and archaeology rediscovered and revived her. Asherah, in 
whatever guise, appears to be alive and well. 
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What Does the Goddess Do to Help? 


Throughout this extended dialogue with ancient Israelite religions (at¬ 
tempting to speak with the dead), I have simply assumed that the portrait I 
am painting of Israelite folk religion will be relevant to readers. But is it? 
And if so, why? Does any of this really matter? Perhaps this is simply an an¬ 
tiquarian pursuit (mine). Let me try to address these questions with re¬ 
spect to several potential “audiences” in turn. 

(1) What does our new appreciation of ancient Israelite folk religion 
imply for archaeologists? For one thing, archaeologists should pay much 
more attention to “cult” and to cultic remains. The all-too-typical antipa¬ 
thy toward religion is indefensible, whatever one's personal predilections. 
We don't have to approve of any particular religious beliefs and practices 
to accept the fact that religion was absolutely fundamental to all ancient 
societies. If we want to understand these cultures, we need to be more em- 
pathetic, to participate intellectually even if not emotionally. But the prob¬ 
lem is more than neglect. It is a fact that many cultic sites and installations 
have been very carelessly excavated, and badly published (if at all). That 
needs to change. 

(2) What does all this have to do with biblical and theological stud¬ 
ies? Throughout this book I have been highly critical of many biblical 
scholars and theologians, because I believe that they are mostly elitists, 
that their attitude toward the real religions of ancient Israel is cavalier, if 
not condescending (it's all about texts — theirs). But as historians, if in¬ 
deed they purport to be such, they should put aside their own notions of 
what is “genuine religion” — that is, sophisticated by their standards — 
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and seek to find out what it was really like in the past. Theology and one's 
own faith-judgments should be strictly segregated from the historical in¬ 
quiry, if the latter is to be honest. In my view, virtually all histories of Isra¬ 
elite religion are deficient, because they are biased against what I have 
called here “real-life” religion, both ancient and modern. Radically new 
histories are needed, and in future the rapidly expanding archaeological 
data base should be considered as primary evidence. It can help to revital¬ 
ize biblical and theological studies. 

Already in Europe there is a growing movement in liberal Protestant¬ 
ism and Roman Catholicism that combines “revisionist” biblical scholar¬ 
ship of the best kind with feminist theology. Several of these scholars, both 
men and women, are aligned partly with the “Freibourg school” discussed 
above. My eyes were opened to their work when I participated in a marvel¬ 
ous colloquium in Bern, Switzerland in 1993 entitled “One God Alone?” 
Since their works are not published in English, I have not cited them here. 
One of the participants, however, Erhard Gerstenberger, a staunch Lu¬ 
theran, has since then published a work on Christian theology (2002; 
above) that includes a passionate appeal for a more universal view of God. 
It is based precisely on how understandings arising from feminist scholar¬ 
ship aid in the appreciation of the “feminine characteristics” of God. 
Among Gerstenberger's last words in an Appendix on “God in Our Time” 
are these: 

The question of God is a problem for mankind [sic]. Like all religious 
action and contemplation it is a question of being or non-being. If we 
want to preserve civilization on this planet, we shall have to change the 
way we think about God. (Gerstenberger 2002:331) 

Another European “school” of biblical scholars with a strong interest 
in the theological implications of the archaeological and pictorial evidence 
for polytheism in ancient Israel has its center at Utrecht University in the 
Netherlands. I have discussed a recent work of theirs above, Only One God? 
Monotheism in Ancient Israel and the Veneration of the Goddess Asherah 
(2001). Most of the authors start out from the position that I outlined in 
the mid-1980s, arguing for Asherah as the consort of Yahweh — a heretical 
view then. Vriezen's chapter on the archaeological evidence is excellent, as 
is Dijkstra's on the epigraphic evidence. Dijkstra also has a fine chapter on 
“Women and Religion in the Old Testament.” 
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Perhaps the most provocative chapter is by the well-known biblical 
scholar Bob Becking, entitled “Only One God: On Possible Implications 
for Biblical Theology” Having acknowledged both the fact that Jewish and 
Christian faith must somehow be grounded in biblical traditions, but that 
“we are confronted in the biblical traditions with a pluriformity of views,” 
Becking cuts right to the heart of the issue. 

How does the archaeological and epigraphic evidence on Asherah and 
its interpretation influence the theology of today? Does it imply the end 
of the faith in only one God? To put it boldly: Should a Jewish or a 
Christian community start venerating Asherah? (Becking 2001:200) 

At the very least, Becking hopes that “unreflective” talk about monotheism 
will gradually disappear. So do I. 

(3) The relevance of new understandings of Israelite folk religion 
for modern feminism is perhaps the most obvious, although knowledge 
of the Goddess does a great deal to help us all, not only women. 
Throughout this book I have underscored the fact that women's voices 
are scarcely heard in the Hebrew Bible. They may play a role here and 
there in the stories, to the extent that they are “real life” stories. But 
women's needs, their viewpoints — their experiences — are scarcely re¬ 
flected at all. Yet many modern feminist scholars (and even a few men) 
have argued that women's actual contributions to Israelite society and 
life were no doubt substantial — and especially in religious rituals, 
where women have been shown to be “folk experts” (above). Unfortu¬ 
nately, almost no evidence of women's contributions at any level has 
found its way into the Hebrew Bible. 

There is no point today in either attacking the Hebrew Bible or try¬ 
ing to “save” it: it is what it is, a very androcentric document. But what the 
archaeological rediscovery of the long-lost Goddess can do is to give back to 
the women of ancient Israel their distinctive long-lost voice, allowing them 
to speak to us today of their religious lives, the “unwritten Bible” 

Women today (not just feminists) ought to find all this encouraging 
in their long battle to be heard and to be taken seriously, not least of all in 
religious and theological circles. Some doctrinaire feminists have gone to 
extremes, of course, arguing without any evidence that originally there was 
only one Great Mother, who prevailed until she was dethroned by upstart 
male deities in later historical times and was thereafter suppressed. This 
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was most forcibly argued by the European archaeologist Marija Gimbutas 
in books like Language of the Goddess (1989). Such pseudo-scholarship has 
been embraced by various New Age Goddess cults and “Neopagan” reli¬ 
gions that selectively resuscitate the beliefs, images, deities, and practices 
of ancient religions. Some of these groups want to adopt me when I give 
public lectures, but the portrait of the ancient goddesses that I am painting 
here should give them no comfort. I do not want to revive the Goddess as a 
living deity whom we should venerate, only to listen through her to 
women's voices in the past. As Phyllis Bird comments: “Women’s religion 
cannot be equated with goddess worship" (1991:107). 

An excellent antidote to the foolishness perpetuated by the “Goddess 
movement" is a collection of scholarly essays edited by Lucy Goodison and 
Christine Morris, Ancient Goddesses: The Myths and the Evidence (1998). 
The authors offer a critical review of literature going back a century or 
more, in the light of the archaeological data from many areas of the world 
(the chapter on ancient Israel is by Karel van der Toorn). They also include 
a critique of some extremist Christian feminist theologians and their sub¬ 
stitution of female chauvinism for male chauvinism, simply another “mys¬ 
tique" Above all, they show that there was never a single ancient “God¬ 
dess," but that each culture must be appreciated for its diversity. The 
“monolithic Goddess," whose biology and that of all women is their des¬ 
tiny, is an illusion, created by modern psychological needs. The editors 
conclude: 

The caricature which pictures the feminist on an ancient earthwork 
communing with the 'Goddess while the academic sits crouched over 
books in the library does justice to no-one. Glamorizing 'female' intu¬ 
ition, while demonizing archaeologists as 'grubby schoolboys' seeking 
shelter in the 'hutch of reason' reinforces the very gender stereotypes we 
could be questioning. Subjectivity without self-awareness can lead to a 
colonization of the past whereby the remains of ancient peoples' lives 
get sucked into a self-centered image of modern desires. In the rush to 
reclaim female history Goddess writers have not addressed the complex¬ 
ity and diversity of the archaeological record; in the search for eternal 
verities they have failed to engage with its fluidity. By plucking out only 
those ancient artifacts whose faces fit their theory, they have not en¬ 
gaged with the primary evidence in a way which respects its context. 
(Goodison and Morris 1998:14) 
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In addition, the highly respected archaeologists (and avowed femi¬ 
nists) Ruth Tringham and Margaret Conkey also repudiate Gimbutas and 
the “Goddess movement” so often indebted to her. They observe: 

The story that has been presented by the Goddess literature is neither 
the only story nor ‘the’ story, despite its power and seduction for those 
who actively seek to re-imagine the past and to create a ‘usable’ past for 
contemporary contexts. ... It may seem more satisfying to be given the 
‘facts’ of temples, of shrines, and reverence for a deity, but as feminists 
we are sure that longer-term interpretative satisfaction is more compli¬ 
cated than that (in Goodison and Morris 1998:45). 

Another useful, sensible collection of essays is the volume Women 
and Goddess Traditions in Antiquity and Today , edited by Karen King 
(1997). Several writers examine Egyptian and ancient Near Eastern tradi¬ 
tions, as well as Buddhist, Hindu, and other non-Jewish and non-Christian 
religious traditions, and the experiences of women within them (Susan 
Ackerman on ancient Israel). All these writers are feminists, but none are 
doctrinaire “Goddess devotees” (except Emily Erwin Culpepper, a self- 
styled “Amazon”). They acknowledge that most previous studies have been 
androcentric and patriarchal. But they do not think that men are always 
the enemy; that women’s spirituality is necessarily superior; that the God¬ 
dess reigns supreme. They document in detail both the historical and the 
psychological fallacies of the “Goddess movement” — especially when the 
Goddess redivivus looks stereotypically Jewish or Christian. 

The essay by Judith Ochshorn (author of The Female Experience and 
the Nature of the Divine , 1981) is one of the best. She points out that patri¬ 
archal religion is hardly to be blamed exclusively on the ancient Israelite 
men who wrote the Bible; that their single “male deity” does not necessar¬ 
ily justify male domination on earth. With other more moderate feminists 
(and me), she believes that Judaism’s and Christianity’s vision of God can 
be expanded considerably and reformed to embrace women’s experiences. 
That includes the belief in monotheism in particular, which must be 
broadened. Finally, Ochshorn objects to focusing too narrowly on the “fer¬ 
tility” aspects of the Goddess, since women have many concerns and needs 
beyond biological urges to motherhood. In short, the “Goddess move¬ 
ment,” while it may have comforted some women superficially, has left 
them still in need of the truth, not a naive Utopia where all is women’s sup- 
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posedly unique “strength, beauty, fertility, love, harmony, and peace” 
(1997:390). 

Appreciation of the Goddess in the history of religions should bring 
warmth, caring, and healing to religion, as well as joy in the sexual union 
ordained and celebrated by the gods. That would be a sufficient contribu¬ 
tion in itself. It is not enough to treat feminism generally, however, in ask¬ 
ing what the Goddess can do to help. There are many “schools” within the 
feminist movement (Foreword). (1) For instance, many current feminist 
scholars sprang directly out of the religious community, mostly in Chris¬ 
tian biblical studies, but occasionally in Jewish biblical scholarship. The 
former would include leading figures like Phyllis Chester, Adela Yarbro 
Collins, Mary Daly (in her early works), Rosemary Radford Ruether, Elisa¬ 
beth Schussler Fiorenza, and Phyllis Trible; the latter, Athalya Brenner, Na¬ 
omi Goldberg, and Judith Plaskow, among others. Representative works 
would include Collins' edited volume Feminist Perspectives on Biblical 
Scholarship (1985); and Trible's God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (1978) and 
Texts of Terror (1984). Jewish works are fewer in number, but one could cite 
Plaskow's Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from a Feminist Perspective 
(1990); Changing of the Gods: Feminism and the End of Traditional Religion 
(1979); and Brenner and Carole Fontaine's edited volume A Feminist Com¬ 
panion to Reading the Bible: Approaches , Methods and Strategies (1997). 
(One might add Susan Ackerman, Phyllis Bird, and Carol Meyers — 
treated above — although it is not clear, as noted in the Foreword, that 
they would care to be characterized principally as “feminists”) While 
“radical” in some senses, most feminists do not necessarily seek to de¬ 
throne the male deity, only to dismantle patriarchal religion. Such femi¬ 
nists do not ordinarily buy into the “Goddess movement,” since in their 
work they are critical scholars first, women second. 

There is another, secular “school” of feminists, much more radical. 
Many of these are simply “post-Christian” (or post-Jewish) scholars. They 
are quite willing to abandon religion altogether in their quest for equality 
for women; there are no “goddesses,” male or female. Alternatively, they es¬ 
pouse a sort of “generic religion” which sometimes appeals to a sort of 
Goddess mystique to inspire female spirituality. A representative work 
might be that co-edited by Carol Christ and Judith Plaskow, Womanspirit 
Rising: A Feminist Reader in Religion (1979). Sometimes in this discourse, 
“theology” becomes “thealogy”; “history” becomes “herstory” 

Finally, still more radical secular feminists may style themselves 
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“Neopagans” or “Wiccans” (witches). Many were inspired by Gimbutas’ 
early works (above), celebrating a supposedly universal Earth Mother 
whom traditional and official religions have sought to suppress. These oc¬ 
cult works, which romanticize “primitive women’s religion,” are repre¬ 
sented by Mary Daly’s later work Beyond God the Father (1973); Christine 
Downing’s The Goddess (1984); Merlin Stone’s 'When God Was a Woman 
(1978); and Starhawk’s (sic) The Spiral Dance: A Rebirth of the Ancient Reli¬ 
gion of the Great Goddess (1979). (Some of the Wiccan magazines and jour¬ 
nals are fascinating, too, but beyond our purview here.) 

Whatever ideological agendas various feminist groups may have, and 
quite apart from their identification with any goddesses, there is one devel¬ 
opment that has received little notice: the growth of anti-Semitism among 
some feminists. The German Protestant scholar Katharina von Kellenbach 
has called attention to this phenomenon in her Anti-Judaism in Feminist 
Religious Writings (1994). The “rationale” escaped me at first, but then I re¬ 
alized that these feminists blame all patriarchal religions and their obvious 
oppression of women on the ancient Israelite (“Jewish”) writers of the He¬ 
brew Bible. They argue that monotheism itself as enshrined in the Hebrew 
Bible — an almost exclusively male deity — is inevitably oppressive, can¬ 
not be mitigated by any sort of theological dualism. These accusations are 
so mindless that they do not deserve a response. But the rhetoric is alarm¬ 
ing — especially since most of it is European, where the phenomenon of 
the revival of anti-Semitism is becoming all too apparent. The Goddess 
would surely not approve, whoever she may be. 

In trying to seek a balance, I would observe that while some in the 
feminist movement have found support in the rediscovery of the Goddess, 
many men who are sympathetic to women’s special concerns resonate with 
her as well. We all know instinctively that gender-specific terminology de¬ 
scribing the deity may be built into human language, but it is nonetheless 
inadequate. The biblical language about God speaks about the deity in 
terms of predominantly male attributes simply because it was men who 
wrote the Bible. I have argued above that if women had written their own 
Bible, God would have appeared very differently — and perhaps more hu¬ 
manely. That is not reverse sexism, but simply the recognition of biological 
facts. Men and women are not of differing worth or achievements, just dif¬ 
ferent. My stepdaughter Hannah explained this to me one day when she 
was five and we were talking about theology. She asked me: “Do you know 
that God is both a man and a woman”? I replied that I did, and that her 
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mother and I often spoke and wrote about the Goddess. Then I asked her 
why it should be that God was also a woman. She gave me a withering look 
such as only a child can to a thick adult, and she said: “Silly! Half the peo¬ 
ple in the world are women, and God has to be for everybody” That says it 
all. 

The rediscovery of the Goddess and of women's popular cults in an¬ 
cient Israel redresses the balance. It helps to correct the androcentric bias 
of the biblical writers. It “fleshes out” that concept of God, brings the di¬ 
vine mystery closer to the heart of human experience, and yes, to the mys¬ 
tery of human sexual love. We humans are engendered; if we are to think 
and speak about God at all, it must be in a way that combines all that is 
best in males and all that is best in females. Even the androcentric biblical 
writers sometimes employ female imagery. Yahweh “gave birth” to Israel 
(Deut. 32:18); he has a “womb” (Job 38:29). 

Such a single “composite deity” may be the logical outgrowth of 
polytheism, may even retain some of its advantages in a plurality of divine 
rules. But it can also be confusing. How can one God embrace such appar¬ 
ently contradictory qualities? A god of vengeance and also a god of mercy? 
Yet the Canaanite goddesses sometimes combine these polar opposites, as 
we have seen. Raphael Patai speaks of the “conflated image of the virgin- 
wanton-mother.” And here the paradox of God confronts the paradox of 
human nature. We, too, are a bundle of contradictions — in God's own 
image? 

(4) Do the Hebrew Goddess and her veiled presence in later Juda¬ 
ism and Christianity offer anything of value to the non-Western world, 
or is this just another example of the “cultural imperialism” of the West? 
Certainly one of the impediments in our reaching out to the rest of the 
world has been the Judeo-Christian notion that the religion of ancient 
Israel (ironically an “eastern” religion) is “unique” and therefore supe¬ 
rior. In particular, the resultant monotheism, which became the founda¬ 
tion of the Western cultural tradition, has been held to be superior to all 
“primitive” animism> polytheism, and even to other unenlightened 
forms of monotheism. 

While I have little respect for “postmodernism” and have written 
elsewhere to expose it as simply another form of nihilism (Dever 2001), its 
critics of the Western cultural tradition are right about the dominant in¬ 
fluence of “dead, white, Europeanized males.” Perhaps we need to listen 
now to the voices of living females, many of color, and no longer so out- 
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spokenly Euro-centric. We now know that the religions of ancient Israel 
were not unique; that they were not what the male Establishment wanted 
us to believe they were; that they gladly embraced many universal human 
beliefs and values; and that they evolved dramatically over time. Such 
knowledge ought to result in a certain humility about 4 our” religious tra¬ 
ditions. 

Already biblical studies are being challenged by Third World theolo¬ 
gies. In the last words of Keel and Uehlinger's ground-breaking work Gods, 
Goddesses , and Images of God (1998) the authors address the challenge of 
creating a better world for all people, of all races and both sexes, which 
they believe can be created only by a “revolutionary restructuring of our 
symbol world” Such work 

will not only expose the buried feminine aspects of the Judeo-Christian 
image of god with their salvific power, it can also open our eyes to the 
theological dignity of many images and concepts that can nourish us 
from the thriving Christian groups and from the encultured theologies 
of Asia, Africa, and Latin America (Keel and Uehlinger 1998:409). 

(5) Finally, what does our new understanding of the reality of an¬ 
cient Israelite folk religion say, if anything, to the “ordinary” people whom 
I addressed in beginning this book? For Jewish or Christian believers, for 
whom the Bible is still authoritative in some sense, the answer may vary. 

Some of orthodox or even conservative persuasion will tend to reject 
out of hand everything that I have said here. It cannot be true, because 
“biblical religion” has to be monotheistic: the Bible says so. (This is simply 
the typical fundamentalist protest: “My mind is made up, don't confuse 
me with facts”) Other believers, however, may be secretly relieved. The 
biblical writers maintain that polytheism was evil and had to be overcome. 
This did in fact happen over time, so the Bible was right after all. Asherah 
may have existed; but she is gone now — and good riddance. 

Those who are more liberal by temperament, training, and experi¬ 
ence (and the latter is really what counts), even if believers, may not be too 
surprised. After all, they always knew instinctively that all our conceptions 
of God are too small. If rediscovering the “feminine qualities” of God is 
new for some of us, it is not really revolutionary — just a sign of progress 
on our universal human odyssey. Those on the radical left, virulent secu¬ 
larists, will dismiss all this as piffle: the Bible is nonsense, and so is religion. 
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I can only speak for men, and for myself in particular. Knowledge of 
the Goddess has introduced me to the other half of myself. As Patai puts it: 

The goddess thus speaks to man with four tongues: keep away from me 
because I am a Virgin; enjoy me because I am available to all; come shel¬ 
ter in my motherly bosom; and die in me because I thirst for your blood. 
Whichever of her aspects momentarily gains the upper hand, there is a 
deep chord in the male psyche which powerfully responds to it. Her 
voices enter man and stir him; they bend man to pay homage to her and 
they lure man to lose himself in her, whether in love or in death. (Patai 
1990:154) 
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I began this book with a concern for ordinary people and their religious 
beliefs and practices, ancient and modern. Now we come full circle, having 
surveyed the archaeological evidence for religion in ancient Israel. I have 
argued that it is this material evidence that constitutes our primary data, at 
least for illuminating folk religion, obviously the religion of the masses. 
The assumption throughout this work is that a contrast can be drawn be¬ 
tween “Book religion” and “folk religion,” neither of which alone can be 
regarded as “normative,” but that the latter has been neglected. 

In “book religion” (1) belief is primarily intellectual (theology); 
(2) piety consists mostly of liturgy (institutional religion); and (3) moral¬ 
ity focuses largely on overarching theoretical principles. We can call this 
the “Great tradition” — that is, the literary tradition, deriving its authority 
from writings that are considered canonical Scripture. This is the charac¬ 
teristic religion of elites, the few who can appreciate great literature and its 
lofty ideals. This dimension of religion we may characterize as predomi¬ 
nantly verbal. 

On the other hand, we have folk religion, in which (1) belief is mostly 
intuitive; (2) piety consists of private and family rituals to insure well¬ 
being (“magic”); and (3) morality is defined by right relations and charita¬ 
ble acts within the immediate circle. This we can call the “little tradition,” 
characterizing the masses as more visceral than verbal. It is the religion, for 
example, of the poor, illiterate Jewish women in Jerusalem that Susan 
Sered studied. 

I have argued that it was also the religion of both the majority of 
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women and men in ancient Israel. I have tried not to regard either ex¬ 
pression of religion as “better” than the other, only different — piety in 
different dimensions. But as an archaeologist, I have privileged folk reli¬ 
gion because it more readily illuminates practice than theory, and that is 
what I am interested in here. I am convinced that in the final analysis re¬ 
ligion is not what institutions and clerics legislate, but what the majority 
of people do. 

Because they represented the Great tradition, most previous schol¬ 
ars, men and women, have concentrated almost exclusively on the biblical 
texts, as though these alone reflected the “true” religion of ancient Israel. I 
regard most traditional works, however, not only as obsolete, but also as 
dangerously misleading. Think of what the Great tradition in many reli¬ 
gions has wrought historically: the Roman Catholic hierarchy and its 
Canon Law; Protestantism and its scholastic sola Scriptura; Orthodox Ju¬ 
daism and its exclusionist Torah; and militant Islam and its QurSn. Of 
course, one may object that this is judging those religions by their worst 
excesses, overlooking their great contributions to both the Western and 
Eastern civilizations in their heyday. I simply say that the price may have 
been very high. 

Monotheistic, patriarchal literary religions have had a long and often 
bloody history, largely because their concept of God seemed to require 
them to force their Book on others, even marginalized groups (especially 
women) within their own communities. As a historian, I cannot avoid the 
conclusion that triumphant monotheism tends to foster cultural imperial¬ 
ism. Monotheism defined exclusively by a male clergy in terms of their 
male deity almost inevitably results in a hierarchical and patriarchal sys¬ 
tem. But all such systems are now facing momentous challenges as the 
modern world struggles with the defining issue of our time: the sacred ver¬ 
sus the secular. Where do we go from here? Is there a better way? And are 
there more pluralistic, kinder and gentler expressions of religion? 

I have argued as forcefully as I can for broadening our concept of de¬ 
ity by envisioning divine qualities that are more “feminine” alongside the 
traditional masculine qualities — and enshrining these attributes in ap¬ 
propriate language. (After all, why should all our imagery and language be 
male?) Rediscovering the Great Mother in ancient Israelite folk religion, as 
illuminated recently by archaeology, may help us to redress the balance. 

Is mine, then, a “feminist manifesto”? And by a man? I am not so 
presumptuous. I do not pretend to speak for women, ancient or modern, 
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only with them; not to give them a voice, but only through archaeology to 
help them to find their own long-lost voice, and thus to speak for them¬ 
selves, out of their own experience. I do presume, however, that women’s 
demand for an equal voice in defining religious belief and practice is en¬ 
tirely legitimate and has been denied for far too long. It is their turn. 

Mine is finally a humanist manifesto, a plea to restore religion to its 
original and proper place. It is a vision of religion seen not from the insti¬ 
tutional perspective, “from the top down,” but from the perspective of the 
individual, “from the bottom up.” What this vision hopes to do, while not 
ignoring its transcendent dimensions, is to “humanize” religion — to put a 
face on it, often a woman’s face. This is the first face that we all see upon 
coming into this world, and in that face, the face of a mother, we glimpse 
the unconditional love that is the essence of all true religion. The hand that 
rocks the cradle will rule the world, and it will ultimately make the world 
more humane. 

Meanwhile, we are burdened with “Book religion,” the creation of 
men in order to enshrine their concerns. And until very recently, women 
have been systematically excluded from the study, interpretation, and proc¬ 
lamation of the Book, that is, from the clergy and institutional religion. 
That has been true historically of such great monotheistic religions as Ju¬ 
daism and Christianity; and it is still true of Islam. But that is changing fi¬ 
nally, if only slowly. Women’s new access to the Book and to its claims to 
authority — to the scholarly and clerical worlds of academy and cloister — 
is revolutionizing religion. And this change is coming just in time to keep 
the religious Establishment from becoming irrelevant to the modern 
world. 

Women are writing their own “bibles,” and thus for the first time in 
history moving beyond the “religion of hearth and home” into the public 
arena. And much of the impetus has come as mothers and women every¬ 
where are rediscovering the Great Mother. Now we are beginning to speak 
less of the “Fatherhood of God” and “the brotherhood of Man”; and more 
of “God the Father and Mother” and “the whole family of humankind.” 

This is not as radical as it may sound. It is simply a recognition that 
Nature has engendered all species and made us humans uniquely aware of 
the fact that all our experiences and language are engendered. Thus it is 
difficult to speak of the deity except in reference exclusively to one gender, 
traditionally as “Father.” Yet we instinctively know that this conception of 
God is too small. If God has indeed created us — male and female — “in 
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his own image” (Genesis 1:27), then it must be in his and her images (Gene¬ 
sis 1:27; remember, the Hebrew text has “God” in the plural). 

To focus as I have here on the human rather than the divine aspects 
of deity is not to trivialize religion, to reduce it to New Age theobabble and 
superficial “pop spirituality” It is to give back to religion its depth and im¬ 
mediacy in human nature and in universal human experience, that of 
women as well as men. It is not to marginalize religion, but to move it to¬ 
ward the real center. 

With the full recognition of women — the other half of humanity — 
in religion and society, the spirit of the Great Mother will at last be freed. 
Here I have tried simply to anticipate her emancipation by showing that in 
the world of ancient Israel, among other places and times, she was once 
alive and well, at least until she was driven underground by the men who 
wrote the Bible. Archaeology brings her back to life. 
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